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Battling the Mighty Flea
Author: Judi Vogt, DVM of Humane Society of Charlotte

The first time my dog ever got a flea infestation was in November.  The weather was starting to get colder, and I did not think I was going to battle fleas until the following spring.  Much to my dismay, I found out that the common cat flea, Ctenocephalides felis, (found on both cats and dogs) is hardier than I thought!

Fleas have actually been around for eons.  Fossils of fleas have been found from the Lower Cretaceous Period, dating 100 million years ago.  The dinosaurs died out, while the lowly flea continued.  It is obvious that the flea is an amazing survivor.

Fleas are athletic parasites that seem to exist only to reproduce.  There are three life stages of fleas. For every 5 adult fleas found on a pet, there are 95 other flea stages present in the environment ready to develop. Adult fleas live on the warm bodies of animals and must drink blood continuously to reproduce. The female flea lays between 15-20 eggs per day, about 2,000 in her lifetime, and these eggs drop off the host animal onto the ground.  The eggs are tiny, like salt crystals, and filter down into cracks and crevices on the ground.  Bedding, carpet, baseboards, floor mats, gravel, sand, dirt…all these provide safe havens for flea eggs until they hatch.  Usually the eggs hatch within 2 weeks, but with unfavorable conditions, the eggs will delay hatching until warmer, moister temperatures and a food source is present.   

These eggs hatch into flea larvae, and these feed on organic debris present in the environment.  The larvae then form pupae, and again, these pupae can withstand more variations of temperature and humidity than adult fleas.  Some pupae can survive for a year prior to hatching.  When the environment improves, the adult fleas hatch---starving for a blood meal.  An adult flea can jump 150 times its body length, which would be like a human leaping 1000 feet!  If an adult flea can not stay on a host, it can still live up to 100 days without a meal.  

Fortunately, there are many products available to fight fleas. The safest and most reliable products are from your veterinarian. Examples include “Capstar”, a tablet that kills adult fleas in a few hours but does not prevent reinfestation. “Advantage”, “Revolution” and “Frontline” are topical skin drops that kill adult fleas and will help prevent reinfestation.  “Interceptor” and “Sentinal” are monthly tablets which will prevent flea eggs from developing and hatching.  There are also numerous topical sprays and shampoos which will kill adult fleas, as well as products that can be used in the environment. (A word of caution: Not all products that treat dogs are safe for cats.  Please read the labels carefully prior to utilizing on cats, kittens or puppies.)

I found out the hard way that flea control should be utilized year round in our state.

With understanding and knowledge, and the advent of newer and safer flea products, we can win the battle against the mighty flea!

