Their Own
orst Enemy
In autoimmune conditions, the
body attacks its own cells.
What happens to dogs with
such diseases, and what can be
done? By Leslie Crane Rugg

CASE HISTORY: Environmental Triggers,
Vaccines, and Immune-mediated Polyarthritis
n the surface, this Akita breeding appeared to be
ideal. The sire and dam had healthy histories,
both with normal thyroid, hips, elbows, knees,
and eyes. Mating, pregnancy, and whelping were
uneventful. The death of one puppy after 13 days was at first
thought to be a reaction to Albon (an antiprotozoal and
antibiotic) or possibly a consequence of fading puppy
syndrome (in which puppies often stop nursing, lose weight
and vitality, and die-it may be caused by bacterial or viral
infections). The remaining four vigorous puppies had bright
futures until their first inoculation at 8 weeks with a
modified live, five-way combination vaccine.
Eight days later, one female puppy began to exhibit
serious signs of vaccinosis (adverse reaction to vaccines)
and, shortly thereafter, the only male puppy manifested
similar symptoms. Eventually diagnosed with immunemediated polyarthritis (also known as juvenile-onset
polyarthritis or polyarthropathy, arthritis of several joints),
the female was treated holistically on the advice of a breed
expert and with the assistance of a homeopathic vet specializing in vaccinosis, and a leading veterinary immunologist.
The male was treated traditionally and given a second parvo
vaccination. He never recovered from that additional insult
to his immune system, and died at 4 months.
Despite bimonthly episodes of fever, headache, vomiting,
and joint pain, the affected female has now survived almost
two years, aided by a lengthy list of traditional and nontraditional medications and supplements taken daily. Although
her coat texture is still puppylike and her growth stuntedshe weighs only 45 pounds and is the size of a 4-month-old
puppy-she displays a happy temperament, according to her
owner, Lynn Drumm. Of the remaining two litter sisters,
one was diagnosed with autoimmune thyroiditis (slow or
stopped thyroid hormone production) at 13 months and
also had some physiological maturity problems; she was
spayed due to erratic hormonal cycles, which her breeder
and owner suspect may be another effect of her compromised immune system.
If the breeder, Cathy Pollack, did everything correctly to
begin with, what could have caused such a tragedy? In
reviewing the case, Pollack came to realize one mistake she
had made and a couple of environmental occurrences of
which she initially had no knowledge or control. The dam
A combination of factors kept this female Akita (top) stunted
at puppy-size. Meticulous care keeps her alive and happy.

40

AKC

GAZETTE

\

had been revaccinated while in season and just a few days
before she was bred. Coincidentally, during the pregnancy,
pesticide had been sprayed on neighboring fruit trees where
wind could carry it to Pollack's property. Worse yet, a local
company habitually dumped its biosolid wastes on farmland
surrounding Pollack's home, entering the water table and
affecting local drinking water. Pollack believes that these
factors may all have contributed to the dam's and litter's
vulnerable immune systems and has since made several
changes in her vaccine protocol and breeding program.

THE HUMAN CONNECTION
As far as our normally vigilant immune systems are
concerned, our bodies represent perpetual war zones with
skirmishes, hot spots, and all-out battles breaking out all the
time. Peace, also known as health, is the goal, but it's often
elusive and even self-defeating. Sometimes, the good soldier
cells, molecules, and proteins make mistakes, raining autoantibody and immune-complex friendly fire on outwardly
healthy organs and systems, essentially turning the body
against itself. The resulting stress creates autoimmune
responses and the legion of autoimmune diseases that can
afflict both dog and dog owner.
Until relatively recently, the concept of autoimmune
disease went unacknowledged. It seemed incomprehensible
that the enemy couldn't be distinguished and that the good
guys would so poorly misinterpret the familiar as foreign. But
such is the case: Signals are missed or misunderstood, and
defense mechanisms misfire.
Conventional medical wisdom also prolonged the mystery
of autoimmune disease. Instead of recognizing the common
factors uniting autoimmune phenomena, physicians and
veterinarians viewed each disease and disorder separately,
treating them within the confines of the major specialty
areas. An endocrinologist wouldn't see a patient with arthritis

nor would a dermatologist examine someone with irritable
bowel syndrome.
That approach seems sensible, and yet leading medical and
veterinary researchers now take a different view of diagnosis
and treatment. According to the Johns Hopkins Autoimmune
Disease Research Center web site, "The basic principles
governing one autoimmune disease are applicable to others.
Common threads uniting the autoimmune diseases are the
presence of an autoimmune response based on cumulative
genetic risk factors, combined with an environmental contribution (infectious, chemical, physical, or other)."
How then do genetics and environmental triggers conspire
to confuse the immune system? Autoimmune disease
specialist Noel Rose, MD, Ph.D., asserts that in most cases, a
single gene is not solely responsible; rather, several genes
must act together to develop the susceptibility for a specific
autoimmune condition or a generalized autoimmune
response. Once a genetic predisposition exists within the
body, an environmental or external agent can trigger an
autoimmune response specific to an organ or attacking
several systems. For example, sunlight can bring out the
signs of systemic lupus erythematosus (SL£, or lupus, often
targeting kidneys, skin, joint connective tissue, lungs), and
overvaccinating can produce polyarthritis or ulcerative colitis
or dry eye/conjunctivitis.
The confusing nature of autoimmunity emerges when
pinpointing its process. Within a single body, genetic predisposition may target specific organs such as the thyroid gland
(thyroiditis, hypothyroidism), adrenal glands (Addison's and
Cushing's diseases), and the pancreas (diabetes mellitus), or
generate a multisystemic response as with dermatomyositis
(which affects skin and muscle) or lupus, or combinations of
both. Human siblings and canine littermates alike can inherit
a set of abnormal genes from their parents but express
different symptoms of the same disease or develop a variety
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of autoimmune conditions. Virtually any part of the body
can be attacked and injured, as evidenced by the scores of
recognized autoimmune diseases. In humans, some five
dozen such diseases have been identified.
Eliminating the mystery of autoimmune disease has
become a priority in both the human and animal medical
worlds, especially as these diseases proliferate with alarming
speed and depth, and as more information becomes available from the human and
canine genome projects.
Within the scientific community, researchers are
examining links and interactions between environmental
factors and autoimmune
disease-and public interest is
growing.
One article from Parade
Magazine's October 12,2003,
~ edition, "When the Body
~ Attacks Itself," focuses on the
3 striking proportion of
~ American women being diag~ nosed with autoimmune
~ disease. Statistics indicate that
~ women are three times more
likely to develop autoimmune
5 problems than men. Research
~ suggests that female hormones
may be key, since women
Careful vacone choices can
tend to develop autoimmune
sidestep problems.
disorders during their childbearing years. Some studies have found that certain
autoimmune disorders worsen after pregnancy, while others
may factor into fertility problems.
The article also mentions overexposure to chemicals,
drugs, pollution, stress, and bacteria and viruses. These same
environmental factors affecting us also affect our dogs. The
dog world's outspoken crusader on thyroid and other
immune-mediated autoimmune diseases, W.Jean Dodds,
DVM, has been delivering this message for decades to dog
breeders and owners, and the American Autoimmune
Related Diseases Association concurs on the human side.
Just as when reliable genetic testing first offered families
predisposed to genetic conditions the option of whether or
not to have children, the serious consequences of autoimmune disease are now generating identical concerns.
Dodds cites a human study in which 30 percent of the first
generation of families with autoimmune disease will also
have some form of disease. That means that one out of three
children will be "immunologically dysfunctional," as Dodds
terms it. "Depending on penetrance, modifiers, and lifestyle,
one third will have mild, moderate, or severe disease,
ranging from simple allergies or food hypersensitivities to
hay fever or asthma to diabetes."
The odds don't improve with succeeding generations, nor
do the kinds or severity of autoimmune disease. In another
study, following young women diagnosed with lupus, it is estimated that 30 percent will produce children with some form
of congenital cardiac abnormality. This probability correlates
quite closely with parallel occurrences in breeding dogs.
From the human standpoint, we may counsel women with
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lupus about the risks that pregnancy poses as well as the
health risks to their offspring, but we don't regulate or legislate their physical or moral right to have children. However,
from the standpoint of breeding animals whose health and
lives depend on our intelligent care and stewardship, we
should consider the consequences of breeding dogs whom we
know have compromised immune systems and are likely to
produce a percentage of puppies with fatal health conditions.
A breeder who embarks on this kind of experiment should
be prepared to take full responsibility for the health and life
of all puppies produced, and that of the dam. Breeders aren't
regulated or legislated in their choice of sire and dam, so the
decisions they make should be based on knowledge and
consideration of the risks, both for the health of the litter and
dam, and for any potential owners.

THE CANINE CONNECTION
Breeding wisely is crucial but not the sole factor in
attempting to prevent or eliminate predispositions for
autoimmune disease. Raising healthy dogs is just as important. In order to root out the obvious circumstances that
trigger autoimmune conditions, the job of environmental
quality controller is added to our other tasks when breeding
and owning dogs. According to Dodds, we need not
compromise or confound our dog's immune systems if we
consistently choose a safer vaccination protocol for puppies
and blood titer our dogs periodically throughout their adult
lives. We need not risk toxic reactions by over- or misdosing
our breeds with drugs that can not be safely tolerated. By
choosing the cleanest, most natural, least complicated diet,
veterinarian and editorial board member for the Journal for
the AHVMA Nancy Scanlan suggests that we may keep our
dogs from suffering the effects of food allergies, chronic skin
diseases, chronic urinary tract infections, and inflammatory
bowel disease. She urges us to clean our homes and kennels
with effective but gentle germicides. She further recommends that we fertilize our yards and gardens with material
that is not toxic to pets, and, when that is not possible, take
the time to restrict our dogs from those areas until the
ground they step on or lie down on no longer poses any
danger. We can also try to minimize great change in our
dogs' lives. Calm, familiar routines are healthy.
Increasing our awareness and making relatively simple

The stresses of whelping can bring on metabolic disorders and
autoimmunities that may not disappear after weaning.

changes in household and kennel management are doable.
Beyond that, we do not yet have all the answers. Sometimes,
the best that we can do for our dogs is to monitor them, keep
diligent records, and find the best resources available when
problems crop up.
Take, for example, the diagnosing of diabetes mellitus.
Generally, this particular autoimmune disease occurs in
middle-aged dogs. Surprisingly, it can also pop up in seemingly healthy dogs with no
history of typical metabolic
dysfunction. Some small
breeds, particularly the terriers,
will develop diabetes after
whelping a litter. According to
Dodds, "Two factors with pregnancy make an animal-or
person-more susceptible to
diabetes: the additional physiological stress of carrying extra
weight as well as the fetus[es]
and the increased hormonal
activity associated with the
hypothalamic/pituitary /
prolactin/thyroid axis. When
all of these regulators are
suddenly turned on and up,
that's when deregulation can
occur and be expressed in
diabetes."
At that point, a breeder and
veterinarian should ask some
critical questions to determine
if factors predisposing the
disease were present and overlooked. Dodds suggests
investigating whether the dam
has had false pregnancies or
regular heat cycles. If the bitch
has had previous pregnancies,
it is valuable to note how
recent or long ago they were,
how many puppies were in each litter, and what percentage
were born live and dead. Once determining how well this
animal is prepared for and handles physiological stress, the
likelihood of future health or susceptibility to problems can
be assessed. It may be natural, but it is still a signal that
something is wrong or unhealthy when a bitch misses, or has
a false pregnancy, or whelps a high percentage of dead or
malformed puppies.
The saddest testament about autoimmune diseases is their
presentation in increasingly younger adult animals. In
canines, autoimmune diseases are not generally associated
with aging. Historically, many immune-mediated conditions
strike dogs in the prime of their lives-at ages 4, 5, and 6.
However, in the decades that Dodds has been collecting
data, she has seen the average age of disease onset steadily
decrease. Particularly in the last decade, in cases of autoimmune hemolytic anemia (AIHA, developing antibodies to
one's own red blood cells) and immune thrombocytopenia
(ITP, developing antibodies to one's own platelets, which can
allow one to bleed profusely), conditions that used to appear
typically between 3 and 5 years of age, she now regularly

records affected animals as young as 2 to 3 'h. She has even
come across cases of 9-month-old puppies with AIHA.
Dodds attributes this trend to a combination of causes. On
one hand, people could be breeding affected dogs or siblings
of affected dogs without understanding the factors of breed
or familial genetic predisposition. On the other hand, Dodds
offers the breeders' defense that "sometimes these diseases
can't be identified early or easily," unless an additional insult,
such as a serious vaccine
reaction, has also taken place
but been ignored. Dodds also
admits to environmental challenges as wild cards: "We may
be able to control how much
vaccine and pesticides our dogs
are exposed to, but individually we have little control over
changes in the ozone layer."
As if having your dog diagnosed with one autoimmune
disease isn't enough to handle,
the reality of autoimmune
conditions is that, in many
cases, these diseases come in
combinations. AIHA and ITP
strike together as much as 66
percent of the time. Schmidt's
syndrome, combining
Addison's disease (the adrenal
gland producing too little
cortisol and aldosterone) and
thyroiditis, is also common.
Thyroid disease may also be
found in conjunction with
chronic immune-mediated
hepatitis. Chronic liver failure
often accompanies copper toxicosis. Lymphoma can also be
associated with thyroid and
other systemic diseases.

KNOW YOUR BREED
Despite the grimness of the autoimmune picture, and until
the canine genome reveals its answers, we can continue to
champion our dogs. We're accustomed to using that word as
a noun; our dogs are champions-supposedly superior specimens and competitive winners. Champion is also a verb,
whose meaning is derived from its older definition of warrior
or fighter. To champion is to protect, support, uphold; to
fight for causes; to accept challenges. We can wage war and
win against autoimmune disease. We can realize the seriousness of these disorders. We can utilize diagnostic tests to
establish wellness and sickness. We can monitor and
medicate our dogs appropriately. We can wait until our dogs
are fully mature and have remained healthy before breeding
them. We can establish breeding goals that target health as a
priority. We can de-stress and de-toxify their environments.
When our dogs need us the most, we can prove ourselves to
be their best friends. ~

FreeLance writer and novelist LesLie Crane Rugg Lives with three
CoLliesand voLunteers with a canine rescue organization.
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