
MAST CELL TUMOURS

Mast cell tumours are skin masses made up of mast cells.  Mast cells are
found mainly in the skin and gastrointestinal tract and become involved in
inflammatory  reactions  and  hypersensitivity  reactions.   They  have  large
vacuoles (sacks inside the cells) filled with histamine that they release during
these reactions.  Histamines cause reactions in many other areas of the body,
the most severe resulting in gastric ulceration.

Mast cell tumours make up approximately 20% of all skin tumours on dogs.
Some breeds are more predisposed such as: 

• Boxers 
• Boston terriers
• Staffordshires 
• Schnauzers 
• Beagles 
• Labradors

but any breed and even cats may be affected and these tumours can affect
pets of any age.

The  most  typical  mast  cell  tumours  form  a  red  hairless  skin  lump,  often
referred  to  as  “button-like”,  but  they  can  be  found  just  about  anywhere
including  in  the  gut,  spleen  or  chest.   They  may  change  in  size  and
presentation, for example be red some days and not others. 

If  you notice a lump on your  pet  the first  thing we will  do is  take a very
thorough history by asking many questions, followed by a full clinical exam.
Then we will collect some of the tissue by inserting a small needle into the
mass and use this to take a sample from the lump then assess it under the
microscope.  Mast cells are easily recognisable in these samples as they are
large round cells with lots of purple granules.  Ironically, to doctors interested
in clinical pathology they are very pretty to see but also very disturbing to see
given that they can be so dangerous to pets.



Unfortunately we cannot tell from these samples how aggressive the tumour
is, and mast cell tumours can be very aggressive, hence the best treatment to
begin with is to surgically remove the main tumour to prevent spread.

Ideally  we  would  also  take  radiographs  of  the  chest,   and  biopsies  from
adjacent lymph nodes to assess whether the tumour has already started to
spread.  The biopsy results, together with samples of the mass itself, can be
used by a pathologist to stage the tumour and determine its aggressiveness.
This can be very helpful in planning the surgery to remove the mass.  If no
spread has occurred, removal of the tumour itself is often curative.

If secondary tumours have already developed, or the tumour grows back after
surgery then chemotherapy treatment is recommended.  It is well tolerated by
dogs  (generally  they  do  not  suffer  the  side  effects  that  people  do)  and
depending on the owners choice, some can be given at home which can be
much more convenient.  We can also offer referral to specialists in Melbourne
who have expertise specifically in cancer treatment.

Other  medications  may  also  be  prescribed  to  assist  with  vomiting  and
gastrointestinal ulceration as histamine release from the tumour can cause
damage to the gut lining.  Even if surgery is not an option, protecting the gut
can improve your pets life significantly.  

Due to the potential severity of these tumours, we will always want to take
what is often considered drastic action.  Please, if you have any concerns or
further questions about your pet and the line of treatments we recommend for
you and your pet, do not hesitate to ask us.  We understand that hearing this
sort of information is stressful and daunting and are happy to discuss it with
you at length.  We can be contacted on 53811996.


