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        Q. How important is a regular dental examination for a dog or cat?

        A. Tooth development starts in the fetus and is generally 

        complete by seven or eight months of age in the dog and cat.


  At this time the permanent teeth are in and the deciduous,

        or baby, teeth should be gone.  If there are any remaining 

        baby teeth they must be removed.  The deciduous teeth appear

        at two to four weeks of age and are replaced starting at two

        or three months of age.  Puppies and kittens should have their

        teeth checked before eight weeks of age for malocclusion or other 

        congenital defects.  This can be done at weaning when the 

        first series of vaccinations are given.

             Dental calculus, or tartar build up, is common in adult 

  animals and is present in the majority of animals by three years

  of age, leading to periodontal (gum) disease.  This can 

        result in tooth abscesses or loose and painful teeth.  These 

        animals will often salivate more and may even gag on their 

        own saliva.  Often the owner will notice a foul odor to the 

        breath and sometimes a reluctance to eat.  The veterinarian 

        can detect this early during the annual checkup.

             Periodic teeth cleaning and polishing is necessary to

        control this problem, and should be done only by a veterinarian

        or licensed veterinary technician under the direct supervision

        of the veterinarian.  Tartar extends below the gum line so the

        removal thereof is an invasive surgical procedure not to be

        taken lightly. 

             Removal of the tartar is performed with ultrasonic equipment

        which leaves microscopic scratches that new tartar can be 

        deposited on, so scaling of the tartar is followed by polishing


  and sealing.  In some instances working on the teeth may cause bacteria


  to be released into the bloodstream so your veterinarian may


  recommend that antibiotics be used both before and after the 


  procedure if he or she considers this to be a risk. 

             General anesthesia is required to properly clean teeth but in 

        a healthy pet the risk is minimal.  In our practice, pre-anesthetic


  blood work is used to further assess the risk.  We use monitors


  to keep a close eye on the condition of the patient during the entire


  time he or she is asleep and with modern gas anesthetics they can

        be quickly awakened if necessary.

             Feeding only nationally advertized brands of dry kibble-type 

  pet food and an occasional dental treat can help minimize tartar

  buildup.  We even have special pet foods formulated to help prevent

  tartar buildup along with treats to further help.  Real bones may

  splinter and damage the intestinal tract or become lodged between the

  teeth and set the stage for infection so they should always be avoided.

             Tooth infections may be manifested in several ways. 

        There may be nothing more than pain on eating, or a tenderness 

        of the mouth.  Infection, if left alone, will break down the 

        periodontal tissues and ultimately loosen the teeth and, at 

        best, cause them to fall out.  What happens if the teeth do 

        not fall out?  In the dog there exists an excellent example 

        of this situation with the upper fourth premolar or 

        "carnassial" tooth.  An infection or abscess will expand and 

        take the route of least resistance.  This route, with the 

        carnassial tooth is upward into the maxillary (cheek) sinus. 

        From there it is a short trek to the outside of the face 

        via the skin below the eye.  With an abscessed carnassial          

        tooth we find a swelling under the eye with much pain.  On 

        occasion these are not noticed until there is an open 

        draining tract below the eye.  I have had several cases where 

        the owner or a well meaning friend supposed this to be 

        cancer.  Tragically, one case was let go for three years with 

        the pain and misery not letting up. upon removal of the 

        offending tooth resolution was within three weeks.  This is a 

        reminder to not assume the worst without an examination by a 

        graduate veterinarian.

             Brushing the teeth of dogs is not an impossible feat 

        and, if started early in life, can become routine.  This can 

        be of great benefit in preventing tartar.  Do not use 

        ordinary people toothpaste.  Toothpaste or dental solution made 
   
  especially for pets is a better alternative.  Daily brushing is 

  preferred however this is not always practical.  One should make an 

        attempt to brush the animal's teeth at least once or twice a 

        week.  There are also drinking water additives to help fight plaque 


  and freshen the breath.

             More recently the art of various procedures such as 

        fillings, caps, root canals, and corrective surgery or braces 

        for abnormal dentition has come into vogue with veterinarians. 


  With the aid of human dentists the knowledge has vastly increased

        and animal dentistry has now become a specialty field. 

        This is really fortunate for now with proper dental care, 

        just as in man, the teeth can remain healthier into old age

        and the health of the teeth can often reflect the overall                                                

 
  health of the animal.

