PETS

(StatePoint) Every year, an estimated 3.3 million dogs
enter U.S. animal shelters, with roughly half that number
subsequently adopted by pet owners. These include shelter
dogs with special medical needs that can make them harder
to place. Dogs with heartworm infection are a common
example.
What is heartworm disease and how do dogs get it?
Heartworm disease is a serious disease spread by
infected mosquitoes that is estimated to affect more than
one million dogs, cats and ferrets in the U.S. The incidence
of heartworm disease in shelter dogs is thought to be
higher than in other dogs because stray and surrendered
pets are less likely to have received prior veterinary care or
to have been on routine heartworm prevention. Meanwhile,
natural disasters like hurricanes -- which occur in areas of
the country where heartworm rates are already high -- can
lead to increased numbers of heartworm-positive pets
needing adoption when flooding and pet displacement
drive up infection numbers.
Not every aspiring pet owner is equipped to provide the
extra care a special-needs pet requires; however, with
proper treatment, heartworm-positive pets can be excellent
candidates for adoption. The American Heartworm Society
(AHS) advises prospective adopters to obtain important
information from veterinarians and shelter personnel when
considering this step. Key points are understanding how
heartworm infection is spread, how treatment works and
what kind of care owners will be required to give dogs
undergoing treatment.
What to know when adopting a heartworm-positive
dog:
• Dogs with heartworm disease can be successfully
treated and go on to live normal lives. However,
treatment must be initiated as soon as possible to minimize
permanent damage to the dog’s heart and arteries.
• A dog with heartworm disease cannot directly infect
another pet. Nevertheless, an infected, untreated dog can
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become a source of infection to other pets if it is bitten by a
mosquito, so prompt treatment is needed.
• Heartworm treatment requires months of therapy
and multiple medications administered under a
veterinarian’s care. Heartworm treatment can also be
costly. Some shelters are able to cover all or some of these
costs prior to adoption, while others can’t afford to do so.
Dogs undergoing treatment also need to be kept on cage
rest to minimize treatment complications.
• Dogs can become re-infected if they’re not
protected. The AHS recommends year-round heartworm
prevention to all pets, as well as annual testing.
Fortunately, heartworm prevention is affordable, effective
and safe.
For more information on understanding heartworm
disease in dogs, visit heartwormsociety.org.
While heartworm disease is a serious medical condition,
compassionate owners who are willing to invest the
necessary care and resources in treatment can enable
heartworm-positive dogs to live full and happy lives.
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