Arthritis

Arthritis is one of the most common problems that we see in veterinary practice. It is very prevalent in certain breeds (Labrador Retrievers, German Shepherd Dogs, and Golden Retrievers etc) but can affect any breed. It is generally a disease process of older dogs but can occur at any age. With the predisposed breeds previously mentioned, it is often a problem called Hip Dysplasia (poorly formed hip joints) which eventually leads to arthritis. There are several signs to look out for as an owner:

· stiff rising from a resting position

· difficulty finding a comfortable resting position

· reluctance to walk or climb stairs

· limping 

· crying or whimpering

· poor appetite


· aggression

If any of these are observed then further advice should be sought. Once arthritis occurs, it can never be full cured without replacing the entire joint. However, it can be very successfully managed for years leaving your pet in very little discomfort. In the management of arthritis, there are three letters which are important to remember…W.E.T...standing for Weight, Exercise, and Therapeutics.

Weight

As an adult dog puts on weight, their joints stay exactly the same size but are being asked to carry far more weight than they were ever meant to. This puts abnormal strain on the joint and leads to the two bones rubbing against one and other. The more overweight the animal is, the more these bones will rub against each other and the faster the arthritis will progress. Keep them lean! A lean pet is one whose ribs you can count easily by running your fingers along their sides without pressing in too hard. This is mainly achieved by feeding a good quality dry food such as Hill's Science Plan in the correct amounts from the start. Try to avoid wet food as it is generally quite high in calories. If weight is already an issue then there are special diet foods available which will keep your pet full but are low in calories. Things like carrots, celery and apples can be added to bulk up their dinner. Please do not hesitate to contact a member of staff at any of our clinics for advice and tips on weight control for your pets.
Exercise

The key with arthritis is to do little and often exercise. Three 30min walks a day will be ideal for a dog that is just starting off with the condition. As the condition progresses, the duration of these walks will have to be lessened to 20 – 15 minutes. Any dog diagnosed with arthritis should never be walked for more than 40mins at a time. Swimming is a great exercise for arthritis as it doesn’t put a lot of strain on the joint but it does get it moving which is very important.
Therapeutics
There are two main classifications of Therapeutics available: 

1. Disease Modifying Osteoarthritic Drugs (DMOAD's) and 

2. Anti-inflammatories. 
1. DMOAD's are the first line of defence and prevention. These are very natural products such as glucosamine, chondroitin and pentosan polysulfate (Cartrophen) which will not act as pain killers, but will rather slow down the degenerative process of the disease. They will smoothen off the cartilage and thicken the synovial fluid. The synovial fluid, which usually acts as a shock absorber, becomes quite watery and so loses its ability to absorb the shocks and so further leads to the two bones rubbing off each other. These medications will thicken up the fluid and so restore its shock absorbing ability. Please contact a member of staff to find out more about these products.
2. Anti-inflammatory drugs are essentially pain killers. They will reduce the level of inflammation in the joint which will make it easier and less painful for the animal to move. Although they will work quite well in masking the pain, they are not solving the underlying issue. As a long term solution they should only be used after the weight and exercise have been addressed and the DMOAD's have been used. They are often used in short courses after a flair up of the condition but are usually used long term towards the end of the disease after other therapies have been tried. Like all drugs they come with their side effects and it is very important to be aware of these. Please contact a member of staff for further information.

These are listed in order of importance, with Weight being by far the most important of the three. Once the W.E.T therapy is followed closely, good improvement is generally seen and the disease can be managed quite successfully. Please feel free to get in touch with us and we will be happy to go through any concerns you might have.
