How Hot Is It?

Gusher … July 2009


At the end of a long hot day, I opened the car door and was met with a burst of steam.  My glasses suddenly fogged as I jumped back from the rising heat.  I had forgotten to leave the windows down.  Why, you ask, is this important?  Although we may see heat prostration (also called heat stroke or hyperthermia) in any weather, it is under these conditions it becomes commonplace.

Heat stroke is an excessive elevation of the body temperature that occurs when the internal and external heat dissipating mechanisms cannot compensate and the body temperature rises above the animal’s “set point”.  If it rises too high seizures may result and possibly lead to multiple organ deterioration.

In the dog, heat stroke may be seen under a variety of conditions.  We have witnessed it in seventy degree weather, and even in a swimming pool, but there are a couple of conditions that especially predispose to hyperthermia: a yard without shade and adequate fresh water, and inside a locked car, with or without the windows rolled down.


Most back yard dogs are acclimated to the weather very well as long as they have adequate shade with good air circulation and plenty of fresh water.  But forget the water or take away the shade and they are very prone to overheating.  A house dog, on the other hand, has not been appropriately conditioned for the weather and may not be able to keep cool enough.  Some hair coats act as radiators and help dissipate the heat but long thick hair coats may contribute to the problem.  If the animal is shaved it is important that they be guarded against sunburn.

By far, the most common condition leading to a heat stroke is being left in a parked car.  Even with the windows down, the temperature inside a car will rapidly rise above ambient temperature (it may rise as much as 25 to 30 degrees) and overcome the animal’s ability to dissipate heat.  Traveling in hot weather with your animal also requires some preparation.  Be sure to provide plenty of fresh water and take adequate rest stops.  Ice cubes are a good way to help keep your pet cool without being as messy.  Never leave them unattended, even for a moment.  The extreme heat coupled with anxiety can rapidly lead to a problem.

It is not uncommon for animals to be brought to the veterinarian for routine visits and one of them left in the car while the other is examined.  By the time we see the second dog the temperature is almost always too high to vaccinate and at times dangerously high.  While we try to watch for such a situation and warn about it, we don’t always catch it.  Please do not leave animals or kids locked in a car for any amount of time even in moderately hot weather.


Being aware of these things at all times and watching for other conditions which may lead to overheating can avoid a terribly dramatic and heart wrenching catastrophe.

