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What is a vaccine?

A vaccine is an agent that is made from the actual disease organism.  The agent is rendered harmless by either killing it without damaging the antigen (that area that the immune system “recognizes”) or by changing the part of the virus that causes damage without changing the antigen (modified live virus).

Why do we give a series of shots to puppies?

Young animals are a somewhat unique situation.  If the mother has been vaccinated or exposed to the disease and recovered, the puppy will get some of her antibodies through the placenta and colostrum, o
r first milk.  This is called passive immunity because the very young cannot make their own antibodies.  The vaccination series starts when the animal is weaned.  It is a series because the immune system is just developing and does not function as well as that of an adult (starting too early and over-vaccinating are common problems we see among breeders).  The maternally derived antibodies may also interfere with the vaccine.  Some time between twelve and eighteen weeks of age in the dog and cat the maternal antibody runs out and the immune system becomes mature.  This is why the last vaccines in the series are given around this age.

Can’t I buy vaccine over the counter to give my animals?

This is a common question.  First, the straight forward answer is yes, many vaccines are sold over the counter.  Anyone can give a “shot” but it is very dangerous to trust this practice for several reasons.  First, not all products are recognized as effective, and the major vaccine manufacturers will not sell to the public and, if they are found sold that way, the product has been diverted by unscrupulous individuals.  The reasons for this will become clear as we continue.  An inferior or improperly handled product gives only a false sense of security.

Second, vaccines are proteins that are foreign to the body.  As proteins they are sensitive to heat, sunlight, chemicals, time, and a myriad of other factors.  Many are rapidly denatured if not properly handled, such as being shipped without ice, or left a few hours on a hot loading dock.  I actually had a client, who worked for a local feed store, tell me a frightening story.  She was helping a customer try to find a canine vaccine.  There was none in their refrigerator so she called for her manager.  He retrieved a carton of vaccine from a cabinet under the refrigerator.  This vaccine was obviously worthless, as it had been stored at room temperature for no telling how long!  Not only is the average retailer not educated in handling these delicate substances, but how many pet owners realize exactly what a vaccine is and how it works?
Consider also the date.  It is not uncommon for a client to show me some vaccine bottles, purchased from the feed store or internet source, and ask which ones to give and when.  Upon inspection, I occasionally discover that it is out of date.  These individuals not only do not know the proper scheduling, which is very important and may vary with the circumstances and the age of the animal, but the poor animals may get inferior and outdated biologicals.
Next, we must consider the health of the animal.  Giving a vaccine to an ill animal does no good may actually cause harm.  If there is a fever, this may alter the agent so that it is not even the same product that entered the animal.  Furthermore, if they are immunologically compromised, as is the case with many diseases, the immune system already has its hands full and may not be able to process the new antigen.  This only makes the animal sicker.
Finally, although I said anyone can give a shot, this is not without risk.  The product must be given by the proper route (whether intramuscular or subcutaneously) and, even so, there are nerves and blood vessels to consider.  Entering a blood vessel with a vaccine can be hazardous and hitting a nerve may even cause paralysis, although usually transient.  

Then there is the little issue of vaccine reactions.  These usually occur within minutes but may be hours later.  They may vary from a local swelling to itchy bumps all over the body, or even be as severe as seizures or respiratory collapse.  The doctor can readily recognize and treat as needed if an adverse event should occur.

Therefore, after considering all these points; the product itself, shipping and handling by the retailer, handling by the consumer, the expiration date, the vaccine schedule, the health of the animal, and the route and technique of administration, not to mention adverse reactions, it is clear that vaccinating an animal is best left to the licensed professionals and their trained agents.
