CANINE PARVOVIRUS

Gusher … October 2007

        Q. Recently my husband and I lost our beloved Snookums to 

        what the veterinarian called canine parvovirus disease.  What 

        is parvovirus and why does it kill so quickly?

        A.   Canine parvovirus (CPV) first appeared in this country 

        in the summer of 1978.  The virus was apparently a new 

        mutation from another virus and had not been seen in any 

        other country.  There was no vaccine specifically for this 

        virus at that time so infection rates reached epidemic 

        proportions.  Since cats have a virus that looks like the

  CPV but causes a completely different disease, 

        there was an attempt to immunize with the feline vaccine 

        until a suitable canine origin product became available. 

        This practice appeared to help but was definitely 

        inadequate in the long run.  In 1981 the first canine origin

        CPV vaccine was introduced.  The short time frame within 

        which this product was developed was phenomenal and the 

        vaccines have continued to improve since that time.  Today's 

        vaccines are very effective and many are approved for a three-


  year duration of immunity.

             The CPV organism can produce a number of symptoms but 

        the most common is that of a severe enteritis, or intestinal 

        inflammation.  The mucosa, or inside lining (that part of the 

        intestine that absorbs fluids and nutrients) is severely 

        damaged.  Vomiting and diarrhea is pronounced and often 

        contains blood from the disrupted mucosa.  Because of the                                                         

        severity of this and some other intestinal diseases, 

        veterinary help should be sought with any vomiting dog, 

        especially when diarrhea is also present.  It is not uncommon 

        at all for a dog to die within twenty four to forty eight 

        hours after the animal first exhibits signs of illness.


  Death is usually due to a combination of dehydration and


  secondary bacterial infection.  While some individual cases

may be treated as outpatients, it is common for them to require      hospitalization, IV fluids and intensive care.  

             Another viral disease, canine coronavirus (CCV), causes 

        a very similar problem although it is often milder.  More 

        recently both CPV and CCV have been recognized to occur 

        simultaneously.

             Young puppies are the most susceptible to both CPV and 

        CCV infections for two main reasons.  First, the immune system 

        of the young is not yet mature and so may not be able to 

        produce a protective level of antibody to the disease.  Some 

        antibody may come from the mother if her vaccinations are 

        current, all the more reason to properly vaccinate the mother 

        prior to breeding.  As the maternal antibody decreased over time,

  the pup’s immune system is becoming stronger and better able to

  respond to the vaccine.  This is why young animals need to go 

  through a series of shots.  

 Second, the lining of the intestine is a dynamic environment.

  In the adult the entire lining is virtually replaced every three 

  days, but with the very young puppy this turnover rate may be as

  long as ten days.  This leaves the gut unprotected for an extended 

  period of time.  It is possible for an adult dog to carry the virus

  and transmit it to other dogs and only exhibit mild if any signs 

        of illness itself. The elderly or immunocompromised dogs are


  also at a higher risk.

 

In speaking with other doctors in the area it has become


  evident that there has been an increase in the incident of CPV


  in certain pockets in our neighboring communities.  Some is due 


  to not vaccinating at all, but in most of these cases the dog was 


  vaccinated by an individual using over-the-counter or mail-order


  vaccine.  Vaccines, if not handled and stored properly, will lose 


  their ability to protect.  If the animal is ill for any reason or 


  is running a fever it will not properly respond to the vaccine.


  For these reasons it is strongly recommended that they be given by


  or on the order of a licensed veterinarian and only in conjunction


  with a proper physical examination.   


      Maternal antibody was mentioned briefly.  This is very 

        important in puppies and as the number of vaccinated dams 

        increases, so does the protection in the puppies.  There are,                                                               

        however, a significant number of dogs remaining unvaccinated or

improperly vaccinated.  This, coupled with an inadequate vaccination

program in many puppies both from vaccinated and unvaccinated dams, has 

        allowed canine parvovirus to remain one of our most common 

        and most frustrating diseases.

