Dear Bootsie,


I’ve recently heard of several dogs who have developed cancers.  Until now, I didn’t realize it was such a common health threat for canines.  Can dogs be treated for this devastating disease?

Signed,   Puppy Parent

Dear Puppy Parent,


Cancer claims the lives of one in four dogs every year. This makes it the leading cause of death in canine companions, over two years of age.  In simple terms, a cancer can be described as a mutant cell that has begun to replicate, replacing normal cells, invading surrounding tissue and eventually interfering with bodily functions.

Just as in humans, there are many forms of cancer in dogs and cats.  If caught in time and depending upon the type of cancer, there are treatments that can cure or at the very least, control the cancer, giving you and your dog months or years more of quality time together.

Fifty percent of the cancers common to dogs are visible on the body’s surface.  That is why veterinarians recommend you check your dog at least once a month or more.  Look for new sores, lumps, knots, moles or hard masses that appear fixed to a bone.  Pay special attention to the perianal area, the mouth and the nipples.  Look for growths on limbs, between toes and under arms.  Pigmented lumps or flat moles that change shape or size or begin to bleed, should be immediately checked by a doctor.

If cancer is suspected, your veterinarian will recommend sending a portion of the growth to a pathologist for identification.  Once he knows what he is dealing with, an appropriate course of action can be formulated.

Clean removal of the entire tumor is the best possible treatment.  But this is not always feasible. Growths on limbs can be difficult to excise and some cancers invade surrounding tissue, making it impossible to remove all.  Particularly aggressive forms of cancer, such as mast cell tumors often spread to nearby lymph nodes, requiring their removal, as well. Often, if it is not possible to remove the entire tumor, a course of radiation therapy will be given, once a day or every other day for 3 to 5 weeks.

A major worry with an advanced or particularly aggressive cancer is that it may have spread to distant organs.  If this is suspected, chemotherapy is usually recommended after surgery.  Pet owners worry about nausea and fur loss when chemo is given.  But Dr. John Berg, surgical specialist at Cummings School of Veterinary Medicine at Tufts University explains, “In general, we intentionally give dogs somewhat lower doses to minimize toxicity.  During this extended period (of treatment), the dog usually enjoys a good quality of life.”

There is some encouraging news regarding cancer therapies for pets.  One exciting advance is in the treatment of canine melanoma, a particularly aggressive cancer of the mouth, nail bed and foot pad.   A post-surgical vaccine has been developed for dogs at high risk of reoccurrence.  Dr. Philip Bergman, of The Animal Medical Center of New York explains, “Over and over again, where we should be losing these patients early on due to spread…they continue to be with us two, three, four or five years out.”  The vaccine, developed through a partnership with Merial Ltd. and Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center, has just received conditional approval from the U.S. Dept. of Agriculture.  It is the first cancer vaccine for animals or humans ever approved for use in the U.S.

Another anti-cancer vaccine is being developed at the University of Wisconsin-Madison School of Veterinary Medicine.  The vaccine is created using laboratory-grown dog melanoma cells.  After being treated so that they can not divide, DNA is inserted, directing the cells to secrete an immune stimulant.  When administered to a dog, the vaccine specifically targets the body’s malignant melanoma cells.  More info on this study can be found at: www.vetmed.wisc.edu/Current_Trials.123.3.html. 

 The Morris Animal Foundation (MAF) has also developed a plan to “find a cure for canine cancer in the next 20 years.”  As part of their Canine Cancer Campaign, the foundation will be administering research grants to schools and scientists conducting clinical trials, therapies and prevention studies.  “This is the ultimate win-win situation,” says Dr. Patricia Olsen, CEO and president of MAF.  “As we treat and cure cancer in our pet dogs, we may help alleviate the ravages of cancer among humans.  This animal-human bond is simply inspirational.”  Go to www.curecaninecancer.org for details.

Love,   Bootsie 

P.S. When you call Rover, does he come right over???  Join us for RECALL, Wednesdays, August 15, 22 and 29, from 6 to 7 pm.  Learn the skills needed to allow your dog more freedom off-leash.  He will eagerly come running back to you when called.  For dogs 5 months or older, cost is $50 each dog.  Pre registration is required.  Call 846-0592 ext. 104 or e-mail jillh@potterleague.org.

And, there is no better time than now to adopt a feline buddy.  We have 75 cats and kittens of every imaginable shape and color, waiting and hoping for a family of their own.  

