Heartworm and Flea Preventives for Liver Shunt and MVD Dogs

By Dr. Karen Tobias

Dated 19 September 2007

Topical flea and tick preventatives such as Frontline and Advantage spread along the surface of the skin in the natural oil layer and collect in the hair follicles, where they are gradually released over a month. The amount that an animal ingests with grooming is minimal once the application site is dry (that's why we put it between the shoulder blades).  The dosage offipronil (Frontline) that would kill a rat, if the drug were ingested orally, is >5,000 mg/kg.  The topical dose that is applied to a Yorkie contains 67 mg of fipronil.

Heartworm medications such as ivermectin undergo very little metabolism in mammals.  For ivermectin (in Heartgard), 90% is excreted unchanged in the feces.  Toxic oral dose of ivermectin in dogs is 40 mg/kg (clinical signs of trembling occur at 1 mg/kg).  The dose given orally to dogs with parasites is 0.006 mg/kg.  Absorption through the skin is even less than orally.

We recommend giving the combination (distemper, parvo, etc.) vaccination every 3 years to our shunt dogs; more frequent vaccinations are not needed except in special circumstances (certain breeds of dogs, overcrowded or contaminated facilities).  Recommendations for the rabies shot are based on state laws.  We do not see any increased reactions in our shunt dogs, before or after they are surgically corrected, and the risk of illness or death from parvo and distemper is much greater than any potential side effects.  We have lost unvaccinated shunt puppies to parvo- very sad because their deaths could have been prevented- and have had other puppies develop neurologic and respiratory signs because they had distemper.

Owners will have to decide for themselves whether they want to risk their dogs getting infectious diseases from ticks, tapeworms and anemia from fleas, and viruses from other animals. They should also be aware of the consequences if their dog is not vaccinated against rabies and bites someone; it will be taken away and quarantined for more than a week until health officials are sure it doesn't have rabies.  The only way to test an animal for rabies at this time is to autopsy its brain.
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