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FLEA ALLERGY

Flea allergy is the most common cause of itching and scratching in the dog and cat.  When a flea bites your pet it injects a small amount of saliva into the skin.  Dogs and cats can develop an allergy to a protein in the flea saliva and will react with severe itching and scratching.  This itching sensation may last for up to 2 weeks after the last fleabite.  In the adult dog, the most commonly observed signs of flea allergy are biting and scratching around the rump/tail-base/groin areas, “hot spots”, and secondary skin infections.  Puppies and cats may manifest flea allergy in a variety of ways.  In cats, you may see areas of hair loss and scratching or notice excessive grooming, but more often you may feel small scabs and bumps around their neck and over their rumps (miliary dermatitis).  In puppies, itching and a rash may affect the whole body.

It may seem confusing to you to be told that your dog or cat has flea allergy dermatitis if you almost never see fleas.  When your pet is itching, he or she has a remarkable capacity to chase and subsequently eat these fleas before you can see them!  However, you may find evidence that fleas have been biting your pet by using a fine comb and brushing out the “flea dirt” that they leave behind.  This “dirt” looks like small black commas, and consists mostly of dried blood in the excrement of the flea.  If you put some flea dirt on moist paper, it dissolves and leaves streaks of blood. The only long term efficacious and safe therapy for flea allergy dermatitis is to keep your pet from being bitten by fleas.  This may seem like an impossible task, but it is not.  

FLEA CONTROL ON YOUR PET IS THE KEY!

DOGS:  An adulticide product for flea allergic pets or households with flea allergic pets is recommended.  There are several new “spot-on” formulations available that are safe and offer great convenience of application.  These products have been shown to be very effective when used as instructed by your veterinarian, and are not absorbed into your pet’s bloodstream.  Application frequency varies with the product and bathing needs.  They are not applied more frequently than every week and most often are applied every 3-4 weeks.  

CATS:  If you own cats, they must be involved in the flea control program even if they are not exhibiting any problems or they will carry the fleas to your house, yard and dogs.  Cats are more sensitive to the chemicals in flea preparations, and some products used on dogs cannot be used on them.  Topically applied products available for cats work as well from weekly to four-weeks, depending on other treatments and the label instructions.
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JUVENILE FLEA STAGES: Many other forms of flea control have been scientifically shown to be ineffective.  Flea shampoos will only kill the adult fleas on the pet, but have virtually no residual effect, and will not prevent reinfestation once they are rinsed off.  Flea collars alone are ineffective because they are not able to sustain high enough concentrations of insecticide over the animal’s entire body.  Electronic flea collars, brewer’s yeast, garlic, vitamin B tablets, and extracts of eucalyptus, tea tree oil or pennyroyal are not flea repellent, and provide no protection for your pet.  Flea combs, although helpful, are similar in effect to the use of flea shampoos alone and do not prevent reinfestation.

SIGNS OF TOXICITY:  If you suspect that your animal is reacting adversely to a flea control product, stop using the product and consult your veterinarian immediately.  If the reaction occurs immediately after application, the product should be rinsed off thoroughly and the animal brought to the veterinarian for evaluation. 

FLEA CONTROL IN YOUR HOUSE AND YARD: This will aid in hastening control in heavily flea infested areas.    

SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS: Pregnant women, small children, or debilitated individuals should not be involved in the application of chemicals on animals or in the house.  
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