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breathing. You may notice that 
your dog seems to tire rapidly after 
only moderate exercise.

Numerous diagnostic tests are 
available for your veterinarian to 
detect the presence of adult heart-
worm infection (> 6 month old 
infections) in your dog. Antigen 
tests detect the presence of adult 
female heartworms, and antibody 
tests determine if your pet has 
been exposed to heartworms. The 
antigen test is most commonly 
performed, and is very accurate 
in dogs. Further tests, such as 
chest radiographs (x-rays), a blood 
profile and an echocardiogram (an 
ultrasound of the heart), may be 
necessary to confirm the diagno-
sis, to evaluate the severity of the 
disease, and to determine the best 
treatment plan for your dog.

How can my pet be 
treated?

As with most medical prob-
lems, it is much better to prevent 
heartworm infection than to treat 
it. However, if your dog does be-
come infected with heartworms 
there is an FDA-approved treat-
ment available. There is substan-
tial risk involved in treating a dog 
for heartworms. However, serious 
complications are much less likely 
in dogs that are in good health and 
when you carefully follow your 
veterinarian’s instructions.

The goal of heartworm treat-
ment is to kill the adult worms and 
microfilariae present in your dog, 
as safely as possible. However, 
when a dog is treated it is impor-
tant to consider that heartworms 
are dying inside the dogs lungs. 
While your dog is treated, it will 
require complete rest throughout 
hospitalization and for some time 
following the last treatment. Ad-
ditionally, other medications may 

be necessary to help control the 
body’s inflammatory reaction as 
the worms die and are broken 
down in the dog’s lungs.

Can heartworms be 
surgically removed?

Surgical removal of heart-
worms from dogs and cats is a 
high-risk procedure and is typi-
cally reserved for severe cases. 
However, in many cases surgical 
removal of heartworms may be 
necessary to afford the best oppor-
tunity for the pet’s survival.

Can heartworm 
disease be prevented?

Heartworm infection is almost 
100% preventable in dogs and cats. 
There are several FDA-approved 
heartworm preventives available 
in a variety of formulations. Your 
veterinarian can recommend the 
best method of prevention based 
upon your pet’s risk factors and 
lifestyle. Of course, you have to 
remember to give your pet the pre-
ventive in order for it to work!

The preventives do not kill 
adult heartworms, and will not 
eliminate heartworm infection 
or prevent signs of heartworm 
disease if adults are present in the 
pet’s body. Therefore, a blood test 
for existing heartworm infection is 
recommended before beginning a 
prevention program to assess the 
pet’s current heartworm status. 
Because it is more difficult to de-
tect heartworms in cats, additional 
testing may be necessary to make 
sure the cat is not infected.

Testing must then be repeated 
at appropriate intervals. The next 
test should be performed about 6 
months after starting the preven-
tive treatment, to confirm that 

your pet was not infected prior to 
beginning prevention (remember, 
tests only detect adult worms). 
Heartworm tests should be per-
formed annually to ensure that 
your pet doesn’t subsequently 
become infected with the disease 
and to ensure the appropriate 
amount of medication is being 
prescribed and administered. 
There have been reports of pets 
developing heartworm infection 
despite year-round treatment with 
a heartworm preventive, so hav-
ing your pet tested regularly is the 
best way to keep them protected.

For more information, contact the 
American Heartworm Society

www.heartwormsociety.org

And Now A Note On 
Your Pet’s General 

Good Health
A healthy pet is a happy com-

panion. Your pet’s daily well-
being requires regular care and 
close attention to any hint of ill 
health. The American Veterinary 
Medical Association suggests that 
you consult your veterinarian if 
your pet shows any of the follow-
ing signs:
* Lumps or swelling
* Reduced or excessive appetite or 
water intake
* Marked weight loss or gain
* Limping, stiffness, or difficulty 
getting up or down
* Difficult, discolored, excessive 
or uncontrolled waste elimination 
(urine and feces)
* Abnormal discharges from any 
body opening
* Head shaking, scratching, lick-
ing, or coat irregularities
* Changes in behavior or fatigue
* Foul breath or excessive tartar 
deposits on teeth


