
ALLERGY/ATOPY

Do you have an itchy dog or cat? Have you tried everything and spent fortunes to no avail?  Well
rest assured you are not alone.  A large proportion of our pets have allergies just as we do and
these allergies may be to almost anything but more commonly to dust mites, pollens, grasses, food
and  most  importantly  fleas  (or  their  saliva).   This  can  be  hereditary  and  is  related  to
hypersensitivities  of  the  immune system to  allergens.   Allergens  may be  airborne,  contact  or
ingested.

The clinical signs are varied and include itchy skin and inflamed ears.  Many owners only notice
staining from licking, the constant noise due to licking, or hair loss.  But often, nasty sores and red,
moist  extremely painful  areas develop from constant  scratching.   Many animals present  to  us
regularly for the same signs with very distressed owners because various treatments have not
solved the problem.  

Skin disease, particularly itchy skin, is just as frustrating for vets as it is for owners so don’t expect
a  second  opinion  (or  third)  to  suddenly  come  up  with  a  miracle  cure.   If  you  have  an
“allergic/atopic” dog or cat be ready for a long road to recovery or to maintenance.  

The first step is exploring the skin to rule out infections with bacteria, yeast or fungus, infestations
with mites such as demodex or sarcoptes (fox mange) or fleas.  Many animals scratch themselves
so much they badly damage the skin and infections become a secondary problem.  However,
infection  can be present  with  no obvious  signs  to  the owner.   Tests included  skin  scrapings,
impressions smears and swabs for culture and sensitivity.  The scrapings and smears can be done
in the clinic while  you wait  and cause little discomfort  to your pet.   The swabs are collected if
indicated by the smears and sent to the laboratory to accurately diagnosis specific bacteria and to
match appropriate antibiotic therapy for treatment.  Fungal cultures may also be indicated; these
too are sent to the laboratory and may take several weeks to develop so be patient.  In some
unusual cases, biopsies of effected skin are necessary to diagnose the skin condition.

Ruling out flea reaction is relatively easy now that we have such effective easy to use control
treatments and even if fleas are not seen on your pet it will still  be a necessary step.  This will
entail  using a topical treatment for your pet plus environmental treatments and only 5% of the
entire flea population lives on the animal.  Flea elimination trials usually extend over 8 weeks.  

If your pet initially suffers from any infection, thorough treatment is essential and regular check ups
will be required to ensure your pet remains clear.  Many infections, be it due to bacteria, yeast or
mites may take many weeks or months to clear and recurrence is common which is why we stress
the importance of maintenance.  Any time your pet starts scratching again, it will damage the skin
barrier and expose itself to re-infection. 

Once we know for sure that the skin is free from infections/infestations, we can then investigate
further causes of itchiness or inflammation.  Allergies and atopy are not something that we can
easily test for and generally we test for everything else first and if we find nothing this rules in the



diagnosis of allergic/atopic pet.  Sounds backwards but it is the only way.  Tests in this process will
involve blood tests, possibly skin biopsies and hormone investigation as many other diseases can
lead to inflamed skin or hair loss.

So with the diagnosis comes the next collection of steps.  A food elimination trial to test if food
allergies (or reactions) are involved is generally the first task.  This is done by providing a special
diet (home prepared or commercial) for 6 to 8 weeks.  This requires complete dedication on the
owners’ behalf, as the pet will not be allowed any treats or alterations off the diet during this time.
If the pet recovers on this diet we will rechallenge the pet with its original food.  If the itch returns
when conclude food allergens to be involved but not necessarily the only cause. 50 % of animals,
which have food reactions, also have other allergens.  We can then modify the original diet to
include tests to isolate the specific products causing the reaction.  To keep the pet on a home
cooked diet isolation diet permanently, will require the help of a nutritionalist.  

To  test  for  grass,  pollen  and  dust  mites  etc,  skin  or  blood  testing  can  be  performed  which
unfortunately is  costly and not  100% reliable.  Generally,  your  pet  will  be required to attend a
referral clinic for this procedure, as some of the testing requires specific skill and monitoring.  If
specific allergens are found, then in some cases, vaccinations can be made to provide protection
against then.  These “allergy shots” are expensive and effective in approximately 80% of cases
and are required for several years.  

For those who cannot afford the above procedures, then juggling medication becomes the issue.
There  are  many  options  and  no  guarantees.   Treatments  include  medicated  or  soap-free
shampoos depending on the cause.  Essential fatty acids(EFA), will benefit 30% of patients and
are available commercially mixed or in the form of cold pressed sunflower or safflower oil, fish oil or
evening primrose oil which you can obtain from health food stores.  Many types of anti-histamine
can be used and these include Claratyne, Zirtec, Polaramine and Benadryl (we can calculated the
required dosages for you).  They can have side effects and their effectiveness varies with each pet.
You  may  have  to  trial  many  before  finding  one,  which  helps  you  animal.   Glucocorticoids
(commonly known as cortisone is very effective but also has severe side effects.  For this reason
we try to avoid it as a long-term therapy but find that by combining EFA and anti-histamine will
assist in lowering the amount of cortisone required.  There are also newer immune modifying drugs
available which work very well  but are much more expensive and require constant monitoring,
some by regular blood test as they can have severe side effects.  

Importantly,  you  must  remember  that  each  pet  is  an  individual  and  will  respond  to  different
therapies or combinations.  There are no rules; it’s a matter of trialling and modifying regimes to
meed  individual  needs.   And  to  make  matters  worse,  often  when  you  think  you’re  getting
somewhere, you realise that the season has changed and the offending allergen has gone but will
come back next year.  Recurrent episodes tend to worsen each time and pets become trouble by
more allergens as the condition develop.  Therefore treatment is generally aimed at control not
cure.  

If you have any further questions, please contact the clinic on 53811996.


