FEBRUARY IS PET DENTAL MONTH

Gusher … January 2009

        Q. My cat’s breath is very bad.  I think she needs her teeth    cleaned but I’m not sure I can afford it.  Are there any alternatives? 

A.      If the teeth are professionally cleaned to begin with it is much      easier to keep them clean with only periodic professional cleaning.  
Tartar or calculus buildup cannot be removed adequately without a thorough prophylaxis under anesthesia.  Look at your pet’s

  teeth and see if there is a tan rough appearance.  If they are not

  just shiny white they should be examined by a veterinarian.

  On occasion, there may be problems with the gums while the teeth 

  still look good, so a periodic dental examination is a good idea.

  Tartar extends below the gum line so cleaning is an invasive surgical

  procedure done under general anesthesia.

             We remove this tartar buildup 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.  Bacteria may be released into the bloodstream if there is  a severe infection of the teeth and mouth.  This may lead to heart disease so your veterinarian may recommend that antibiotics be used both before and after the procedure.
    Since the procedure is invasive and may be painful, general anesthesia is required to properly clean teeth.  In our practice, we routinely perform a pre-surgical (yes, a proper dental prophylaxis is considered to be a surgical procedure since we must invade below the gum line) blood panel. This helps to make sure we don’t overlook a pre-existing condition, as well as, gives us a baseline profile to keep in the patient’s records for future reference.  Anesthesia is preceded with tranquilization to alleviate apprehension.  A very safe gas anesthetic agent, which is the same as is used in the majority of human pediatric cases, is given to effect and the patient is carefully monitored with ECG and other monitors.

A quality pet food is very important, not only for the health of the teeth but for the entire patient.  An occasional dental treat can help minimize plaque and tartar buildup.  We even have special pet foods formulated to help prevent tartar buildup along with treats to further help.  Real bones should never be given to dogs, as they may splinter and become lodged between the teeth, or worse, in the stomach or intestines.
             Infections of teeth or gums may cause nothing more than


  discomfort on eating or may even cause pain or vocalization.

Infection, if left alone, will break down the periodontal tissues and ultimately loosen the teeth and, at best, cause them to fall out.  If they do not fall out the infection may actually abscess to the surface, which is seen commonly in the dog with the upper fourth premolar or “carnassial” tooth.  Oral infections, as mentioned earlier, may even cause heart problems.
     If started early in life, brushing can become routine in both cats and dogs.  This can be of great benefit in preventing tartar.  Toothpaste or dental solution made especially for pets is a must and finger brushes are available which may make the whole process easier in some animals. 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.

In the past, nearly all tooth problems were “solved” by simply pulling the tooth, but now we are able to save many teeth with similar procedure as are used in people.  There are veterinary dental specialists capable of doing amazing things.
In the interest of financial concerns, many veterinarians observe a national Pet Dental Health month. This is in February, and is a good time to have the teeth checked, as many animal hospitals and clinics offer discounts as a means of helping our patients maintain dental health and fresh breath.
