What is Heartworm and how does my dog get it?
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Heartworm infection is spread by mosquitoes. When a mosquito "bites" an infected dog or coyote, it takes up blood which may contain microscopic immature forms of heartworms called microfilaria. The microfilaria incubates in the mosquito for about two weeks, during which they become infective larvae. Then, when the mosquito bites another dog, the infective larvae are passed into the second dog, infecting it. The infective larvae migrate through the tissues of the body, and then enter the heart where they reach adult size in 4-6 months.
What are the symptoms?

· Coughing
· Tires easily 

· Listlessness 

· Weight loss 
· Rough Hair 
In many cases, these are advanced symptoms. Some dogs do not appear to have symptoms in the early stages…others do. If not detected and controlled with proper treatment, heartworm can lead to congestive heart failure and death.
Heartworm Testing & Treatment 
Laboratory testing is the only definite way to diagnosis heartworm infection. A sample of your dog’s blood is screened for the presence of a protein the adult heartworms shed. Positive results are from the adult female heartworm. Heartworm testing is required before any prevention program can be started, except for those pups under 6 months of age. Adult heartworms in dogs can be killed with special drug therapy. However, this therapy can be dangerous. Pieces of the dead adult worms, leaving the heart, may clog major arteries resulting in death. When caught early, before many adult worms are in the heart, the circulating microfilaria can be treated without serious risk.
Prevention is the Best Protection

It is necessary to have a heartworm test prior to using a preventive. Severe or fatal reactions may occur if preventives are given to dogs with heartworm disease. A small amount of blood is all that’s necessary for a preliminary heartworm screening test that is very accurate in detecting the presence of heartworm. If you give prevention year-round, you might wonder why we recommend yearly heartworm testing. All the manufacturers of preventative medication, as well as the FDA, recommend testing to prevent serious complications. If, for any reason, your dog contracted heartworm disease, successive doses could cause illness, or even death. Even if you're certain your dog swallowed the pill, he might go outside, eat a little grass, and throw the pill up before it was digested. That leaves him at risk of becoming infected. Another excellent reason for annual testing is the 100% guarantee that Heartgard Plus or Tri Heart offer if you keep your dog on prevention year round and test annually. Simple monthly medication will keep your dog free from heartworm disease. The preventive works by blocking the development of the microfilaria from one larvae stage to the next. Adult heartworms do not develop.  Heartgard Plus or Tri Heart are the monthly preventives we recommend. Along with preventing heartworm disease, Heartgard Plus and Tri Heart also prevent hookworm and roundworm infections. The preventive must be given every 30 days. It works to inhibit the further development of any microfilaria infection from the previous month.
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