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Itch Itch…Scratch Scratch...Ouch Ouch!!

Author: Judi Vogt, DVM of Humane Society of Charlotte

It may start out innocently enough.  You notice your dog doing some scratching, licking and chewing, maybe on the flanks, chest or around the tail.  Then, within a matter of hours, this becomes a red, raw, moist and infected area.  Your dog is obviously uncomfortable.  What is going on and what do you do?

Your dog has what is commonly called a “Hot Spot”.  Known to veterinarians as “Moist Pyoderma” or “Pyotraumatic Dermatitis”, it is a localized area of bacterial infection caused by the normal organisms that live on the skin of dogs, and created by trauma of the skin coupled with a moist, warm environment.  

Any dog can develop a hot spot, but heavily coated breeds, or dogs with underlying allergies, flea infestations, insect bites, ear infections, or irritated anal glands are most likely to have the problem.  Dogs with a heavy undercoat or matting can trap moisture close to the skin.   Allergies and bites cause itching.  As the dog itches, the skin is damaged, leaving it susceptible to infection by the bacteria.  As the bacteria multiply, the area becomes more painful, itchy and irritated.  More scratching and chewing…more infection…the cycle continues.

Dealing with hot spots is two fold.  First, the infected area itself must be addressed and treated.  The long wet hair around the sore must be carefully clipped away until the margins of the wound are exposed.  The hot spot should be gently cleaned with a mild astringent/disinfectant and cool water.  Sometimes, if the hot spot is allowed to dry out and treated with cool compresses several times per day the cycle of infection can be broken.  In other cases, when the sore is extensive or severely infected, your dog should visit your veterinarian.  Often topical drying anti-inflammatories and antibiotics are prescribed.

Secondly, the underlying cause of the hot spot must be addressed.  To prevent matting, heavily coated dogs must be groomed frequently.  Always groom dogs prior to bathing, as wetting long hair will make matting more difficult to remove.  Another cause of itchy skin is internal. Allergies in dogs are usually manifested as skin and ear irritations. Dogs with a history of allergies should be treated as directed by your veterinarian.  Finally, strict flea control must be practiced.  There are many kinds of topical and oral insecticides available to control and prevent fleas.  Please see your veterinarian about which type is best for your dog.

Hopefully, with a little prevention, your dog can enjoy the hot summer without the OUCH!

