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Waging War Against Fleas 
and Lice

Fleas are among the lead-
ing causes of skin disorders in 
dogs and are carriers of other 
diseases. For example, the 
flea serves as the intermedi-
ate host for some species of 
tapeworm. The flea becomes 
infected after eating the eggs 
of the tapeworm. The flea 
is then ingested by the dog 
during grooming and the 
tapeworm is released into the 
dog’s intestine.

Flea bite allergy is the 
most common allergy af-
fecting dogs. It occurs when 
the animal is exposed to flea 
saliva as the flea bites. The 
saliva acts as an allergen and 
can cause intense itching, hair 
loss and skin infections.

Fleas are brown, wingless 
insects, about one-eighth 
inch long, that can jump and 

crawl rapidly from one host 
to another. In climates with 
long, cool seasons, they are 
most common during the 
summer months, but can exist 
indoors throughout the year. 
In warmer climates they pres-
ent a year-round problem.

Keeping the environment 
flea-free involves dealing 
with all stages of the flea 
life cycle. Fleas live on host 
animals and move readily 
from dog to dog, to man, or 
from man to dog or to other 
animals. Eggs are laid loose 
in the animal’s hair and fall 
off soon afterwards and are 
usually hatched in four to 
seven days. Animals passing 
through an infested area may 
pick up these newly hatched 
and developing fleas.

After a variable period of 
time, the larva enters the pup 
a stage as it spins a cocoon in 
which it changes to an adult 
flea. This process can take 
as short as seven days or as 
long as one year. Animals 
returning to old haunts may 
therefore become infested 
with fleas that have been in 
the cocoon stage for several 
months.

Fleas are diagnosed by 
finding either the parasites 
themselves or black specks 
called “flea dirt” on the ani-
mal’s hair coat. Grooming is 
an excellent time to check for 
“flea dirt.”

Dog owners often ask if 
adding supplements such as 
brewers’ yeast or garlic pills 
to the dog’s diet will solve 
the flea problem. No avail-
able research indicates that 
the control of fleas is affected 
by these additives or by diet 
modification.

Flea collars are usually 
only a partial solution. They 
will kill fleas that invade the 
front end of the dog, but the 
flea’s favorite haunts on the 
hindquarters and around the 
base of the tail may be beyond 
the reach of the collar’s lethal 
effects if the dog is large.

Some products are in-
sect growth regulators. They 
break the life cycle of the flea 
by preventing flea eggs and 
larvae from hatching. This re-
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