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Heartworm is a pre 
ventable, but serious  
and potentially fatal, 

parasite that primarily infects 
dogs, cats and ferrets. It can also 
infect a variety of wild animals, 
including wild canids (e.g., foxes, 
wolves, coyotes), wild felids (e.g. 
tigers, lions, pumas), raccoons, 
opossums, and pinnipeds (e.g., 
sea lions and seals), as well as oth-
ers. There have been documented 
human infections, but they are 
thought to be rare and do not usu-
ally result in signs of illness.

How is heartworm 
disease transmitted 

and what does it 
cause?

Heartworms can only be trans-
mitted from animal to animal by 
mosquitoes. When a mosquito 
bites an infected animal, young 
heartworms called microfilariae 
enter into that mosquito’s sys-
tem. Within two weeks, the mi-
crofilariae develop into infective 
larvae inside the mosquito; these 
infective larvae can be transmitted 
to another animal when this mos-
quito takes its next blood meal. 
Unlike dogs, infected cats do not 
often have microfilariae circulat-
ing in their blood, and an infected 
cat is not likely to transfer the 
heartworm infection to another 
mosquito.

The infective larvae mature 
into adult heartworms in approxi-
mately six months. During the first 

three months, the larvae migrate 
through the animal’s body, even-
tually reaching the 
blood vessels of the 
lungs. During the 
last three months, 
the immature worms 
continue to develop 
and grow to adults, 
with females grow-
ing to lengths of up to 
14 inches. The worms 
damage the blood 
vessels, and reduce 
the heart’s pumping 
ability, resulting in 
severe lung and heart 
disease. When the 
animal shows signs 
of illness due to adult 
heartworm infection, 
it is called heartworm 
disease.

If adult worms (5-7 months 
post-infection) of both sexes are 
present, they will mate and pro-
duce new microfilariae. The mi-
crofilariae can cause the animal’s 
immune system to mount a reac-
tion; this immune reaction can 
actually cause damage to other 
organs. This life cycle continues 
when a mosquito bites the infected 
animal and becomes infected by 
the microfilariae. After develop-
ment of the microfilariae to infec-
tive larvae within the mosquito (10 
days to 2 weeks later) the infective 
heartworm larvae are capable of 
infecting another animal. Adult 
heartworms can survive for 5 to 7 
years in dogs and several months 
to years in cats.

Where are 
heartworms found?

Geographically, heartworms 
are a potential threat in every state 
as well as in many other coun-
tries around the world. All dogs, 
regardless of age, sex, or living 
environment, are susceptible to 
heartworm infection. Indoor, as 

well as outdoor, cats 
are also at risk for the 
disease. If you plan to 
travel with your dog 
or cat to a different 
part of the country, 
or another country, 
ask your veterinar-
ian about the risk of 
heartworm infection 
in the area where you 
are going to relocate 
or visit.

What pets 
should be 
tested for 

heartworm?
Because heart-

worms are spread by mosquitoes, 
any pet exposed to mosquitoes 
should be tested. This includes 
pets that only go outside occa-
sionally.

How can I tell if my 
pet has heartworm 

infection or disease?
If your dog has been recently 

or mildly infected with heart-
worms, it may show no signs of 
illness until the adult worms have 
developed in the lungs and signs of 
heartworm disease are observed. 
As the disease progresses, your 
dog may cough, become lethargic, 
lose its appetite or have difficulty 
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