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Canine distemper reports raise concern
(Springfield) A number of canine distemper cases have been reported in the State of Illinois this spring leading the Illinois State Veterinary Medical Association (ISVMA) to urge dog owners to be certain their animals have been vaccinated.
“Canine distemper is a contagious, incurable, often fatal, multi-systemic viral disease that affects the respiratory, gastrointestinal, and central nervous systems,” according to Dr. Sheldon Rubin, President of the ISVMA. Distemper is caused by the Morbillivirus which is closely related to the human measles virus.
Canine distemper occurs among domestic dogs and many other carnivores, including raccoons, skunks, and foxes. Canine distemper is fairly common in wildlife. “All dogs are at risk but puppies younger than four months old and dogs that have not been vaccinated against canine distemper are at increased risk of acquiring the disease,” Dr. Rubin said. 

“Puppies and dogs usually become infected through airborne exposure to the virus contained in respiratory secretions of an infected dog or wild animal,” explained Dr. Rubin. 

According to the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA), the first sign of distemper is eye discharge that may appear watery to pus-like. Subsequently, dogs develop fever, nasal discharge, coughing, lethargy, reduced appetite, vomiting, and diarrhea. In later stages, the virus may attack the nervous system, bringing about seizures, twitching, or partial or complete paralysis. Occasionally, the virus may cause footpads to harden. Distemper is often fatal. Even if a dog does not die from the disease, canine distemper virus can cause irreparable damage to a dog's nervous system. Distemper is so serious and the signs so varied that any sick dog should be taken to a veterinarian for an examination and diagnosis.

Veterinarians diagnose canine distemper on the basis of clinical appearance and laboratory tests. There is no specific drug available that will kill the virus in infected dogs. The treatment consists primarily of efforts to prevent secondary infections; control vomiting, diarrhea, or neurologic symptoms; and combat dehydration through administration of fluids.” Sick dogs should be kept warm, receive good nursing care, and be separated from other dogs.

“An infected animal’s prognosis depends on the strain of canine distemper virus and the dog's immune response,” according to Dr. Rubin. After the initial fever subsides, the disease can progress in a number of ways.

“More than half of all dogs die between 2 weeks and 3 months after infection, usually from central nervous system complications,” said Dr. Rubin. Most veterinarians recommend euthanasia for dogs that suffer progressive, severe neurological complications.

“In order to protect their dogs, pet owners should be sure that their distemper vaccination is up-to-date, said Dr. Rubin. “Ask your veterinarian about a recommended vaccination program for your dogs.”

The -End-
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