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Mosquitoes, Heartworms, and Protecting Your Pet

Author: Katy Boger, DVM of the Humane Society of Charlotte
Heartworms are worms that inhabit the lungs, heart, and associated vessels of the dog.  Other mammals may also contract heartworms including cats, non-domestic canines, foxes, and ferrets.  These worms can cause a serious, and possibly fatal, medical condition for the infected animal.

Mosquitoes transmit heartworms from dog to dog.  Adult female heartworms produce offspring, or microfilaria, that are released into the bloodstream of the infected dog. The mosquito then feeds on the dog and the microfilaria pass into the mosquito. Inside the mosquito, the microfilaria transform into an infective larva.  The mosquito then bites another dog and the infective larva enter the dog.  Once inside the dog, the infective larva develops into an adult worm. This transformation into adult can take up to six or seven months in the dog. These adult worms can mate and produce more microfilaria, thus perpetuating the cycle of transmission in areas where mosquitoes are present. 

Heartworm disease develops in the dog as these adult worms, and potentially various stages of larva, cause damage to the lungs, heart, and associated vessels.  The signs of heartworm disease vary greatly from animal to animal and correlate with the degree of infection (number of worms), the activity level of the pet, and the longevity of the infection. Signs of heartworm disease can range from none at all to respiratory problems, heart failure, and death. 

In most cases in the dog, heartworm disease can be treated successfully.  However, there are associated risks to the dog and treatment can be very expensive. In the cat, heartworm disease is less common, but does occur.  Currently, there is not an effective treatment for heartworm disease in the cat.  For these reasons, the best solution is to prevent transmission of heartworms by giving your dog or cat heartworm preventative. 

Many types of preventative are currently available, including daily and monthly oral medications and monthly topical medications.  All of the heartworm preventatives work by interrupting the maturation of the larva before they become adult worms.  These products are extremely effective when dosed appropriately and administered properly and on schedule.  Prevention is the safest and most economical way to deal with heartworms. 

According the American Heartworm Society,  “heartworm disease has been reported in all 50 states”.  Factors affecting the occurrence of heartworm disease include: the mosquito burden, environmental factors, and the dog population in the region.  Regardless, the American Heartworm Society is “now recommending year-round prevention, even in seasonal areas”.  

Consult with your veterinarian to determine what steps are necessary to get your pet safely started on heartworm preventative and which preventative will best protect your pet. 

