
Minimizing Heartworm 
Transmission in Relocated Dogs

T
ransporting and relocating dogs is 
an increasingly common practice. 
Whether the situation is an owned 

pet accompanying emigrating or traveling 

caretakers, the relocation of homeless 

animals for adoption, or the movement 

of dogs for competition, exhibition, 

research or sale, this process carries the 

risk of spreading infectious diseases.This 

includes the transmission of Dirofilaria 

immitis when infected dogs have become 

microfilaremic. 

The following practices will minimize the 

risk of heartworm transmission associat-

ed with the transportation and relocation 

of dogs (see Algorithm, next page):

1.  Test all dogs greater than 6 months 
of age for microfilariae (Mf) and heart-

worm antigen (Ag) prior to relocation.

 a.  If testing is not possible, assume 

transmission is possible and pro-

ceed to Step 3b.

2.  If dogs test positive for microfilariae 

or antigen, reconsider relocation at 

this time and begin treatment in accor-

dance with the American Heartworm 

Society (AHS) Guidelines.

 a.  Dogs with clinical signs attributed to 

heartworm infection should not be 

transported.

 b.  Dogs that have been treated with 

melarsomine dihydrochloride should 

not be transported for at least 4 

weeks after an injection to minimize 

stress and physical exertion that 

accompany the relocation process.

3.  If dogs test positive and relocation 
cannot be postponed, clinical deci-

sions should be based on the dog’s 

heartworm status.

 a. If Mf-, Ag+:

  i.  Administer an approved  

macrocyclic lactone product. 

    This should prevent the pre- 

patent dog from becoming  

microfilaria positive.1

  ii. Begin doxycycline therapy.  

    A 4-week course of doxycycline 

should prevent the pre-patent 

dog from becoming microfilaria 

positive.2,3

  iii.  Repeat Knott’s testing in 7 days; 

if negative, proceed with reloca-

tion. If positive, repeat Knott’s 

testing in 7 days. 

    Two negative tests 7 days apart 

can provide reasonable assur-

ance of a lack of circulating 

microfilariae and reduced risk of 

transmission.  

 b. If Mf+, Ag- or Mf+, Ag+:

  i.  Apply an approved moxidectin 

topical product and proceed with 

relocation. 

    A single dose of topical moxidec-

tin prior to transport will elimi-

nate most microfilariae.4-6

OR

    Administer an approved macro-

cyclic lactone product along with 

a topical canine insecticide (con-

taining permethrin + dinotefuran 

+ pyriproxyfen) that is labelled to 

kill and repel mosquitoes. 

    This will prevent infection of 

mosquitoes and subsequent 

transmission of infective larvae 

during transportation and for  

1 month thereafter.7

  ii. Begin doxycycline therapy.

    Administration of a 4-week 

course of doxycycline will render 

microfilariae incapable of normal 

development to infective larvae 

in mosquitoes and subsequent 

development of these larvae  

in dogs.8,9

Once heartworm-positive dogs have been 

safely transported, heartworm treatment 

should be completed according to AHS 

Guidelines as soon as possible. 

4. If dogs test negative for microfilariae 

and antigen, proceed with relocation.

 a.  Administer macrocyclic lactone  

preventive drugs to dogs greater than 

6 weeks of age prior to relocation.1

 b.  Repeat microfilariae and antigen 

testing in 6 months. If a history 

of preventive administration is 

well-documented, repeat testing in 

12 months.1

Caring for dogs that undergo relocation is 

an everyday challenge veterinarians face 

in today’s mobile society, and one that 

necessitates the adoption of approach-

es to mitigate heartworm transmission. 

Along with considering the recommen-

dations in this document, veterinarians 

should ensure that transportation of 

animals is carried out in accordance 

with state and/or federal transporta-

tion regulations, as well as professional 

guidelines.10,11 

In the case of organized homeless animal 

relocation programs, veterinarians should 

work with both source and destination 

organizations to establish protocols for 

minimizing transmission of infectious dis-

eases, including heartworm disease. 

Continues next page.

The following document was developed by the 
American Heartworm Society in collaboration 
with the Association of Shelter Veterinarians.
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Test all dogs >6 months of age  
for Mf and Ag

Testing not possible/ 
results not available

Negative Positive

POSTPONE RELOCATION  
until testing completed

POSTPONE RELOCATION and  
treat according to AHS Guidelines

PROCEED WITH RELOCATION

Negative Knott’s test

1. Administer approved ML
2. Begin doxycycline
3. Repeat Knott’s test in 7 days

Positive Knott’s test

Mf-, Ag+

Testing/Treatment not available; 
Relocation cannot be postponed

Treatment completed

No clinical signs, minimum 4 weeks 
after melarsomine injection

PROCEED WITH  
RELOCATION

Mf+, Ag+ Mf+, Ag-

1.  Apply approved topical moxidectin product
                 OR
  Administer topical canine insecticide 

(containing permethrin + dinotefuran + 
pyriproxyfen) AND an approved ML

2.  Begin doxycycline

ALGORITHM FOR MINIMIZING HEARTWORM TRANSMISSION IN RELOCATED DOGS

Abbreviations: 
Mf, microfilariae; 
Ag, antigen; 
ML, macrocyclic lactone


