A Little Story with a Moral

Gusher … June 2009

It was the summer of 1984 and my second day to be a doctor.  Tuesdays were my boss’s day off and today, being Tuesday, was no exception.

The little dog I was treating was only vaguely ill and I was thoroughly convinced that it was Mrs. Bacon and not the animal that I should be treating.  Nevertheless I was limping through a poorly rehearsed (and even more poorly understood by this client) explanation of vague bacterial and/or viral intestinal diseases when the urgency of the case in the next exam room was made known to me.  I temporarily excused myself from Mrs. Bacon and rushed around the corner to see the young pointer pup take his last dying gasp.  In a futile gesture I hastily started oxygen and inserted a thermometer into the anus as I prepared to take heroic measures of resuscitation.  The thermometer was immediately met by a profuse outflow of very characteristic rank-smelling bloody feces.  When I realized that this canine corpse was but one of a litter of five, all but one affected, a cold chill ran up my spine.  My heart bled for the client as I searched for elusive words to explain the frightening reality of canine parvovirus.  A rapid, but of course, fruitless search for any hint of other problems which could lead me away from this dreaded diagnosis was unrewarding.

I found myself in the position of telling a breeder that

she would almost undoubtedly lose more animals.  Fortunately this was the only litter in the kennel at this time and they were isolated from the adults.  The decision to euthanize all but one pup came as no surprise and my advice contained lectures on disinfection of premises and on proper management of the remaining animals.
Parvovirus in dogs is a very rapidly fatal and highly

contagious gastrointestinal disease which can proceed to death within a few short hours.  The disease seems to be weakening somewhat over the decades, yet there are occasionally new strains popping up.  It remains one of the most deadly intestinal disorders.  Any time there is diarrhea, especially with blood, that is a medical emergency.  Treatment often requires several days of costly hospitalization in intensive care.  Even then many do not survive.
Fortunately, it is very easy to prevent and, due to excellent vaccines, we see fewer cases than we saw in the eighties.  In conversations with other doctors, it would appear that we are starting to see more parvovirus recently, possibly due to the economy and putting off vaccination.  Some hospitals are offering vaccine incentives so we won’t see outbreaks like we were accustomed to in the past.

With current tests available, it is fairly simple to differentiate parvovirus from some of the less severe conditions, such as dietary indiscretion, bacterial infections, toxins, and others.  This helps us to better address each condition and to give a more accurate prognosis.
