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Sparking Whites are not just for Movie Stars!
Author: Judi Vogt, DVM of Humane Society of Charlotte

When Fido or Tigger stick their noses up to ours to give us a kiss, we expect that their breath will be a little on the smelly side.  What we don’t expect is that their halitosis will make us gag and our eyes water!   Bad breath can be a sign of dental disease in animals, and the build up of plaque and tartar, as well as gingivitis, can have serious consequences to the overall health of our pets.

Dental (periodontal) disease can occur due to many underlying causes.  Canned food will cause the build up of tartar faster than dry food.  Genetics also play a huge role in periodontal disease in animals.  Finally, age itself contributes to the build up of tartar, and to gingivitis.  Older animals usually have more periodontal disease than younger ones.

Signs of periodontal disease in our pets include foul breath, yellowish tartar attaching to the teeth, inflamed gums that also may be receding or tender,  and loose or missing teeth.  In severe disease, infection can build up around the teeth and abscesses can occur at the tooth, or even break out through the skin of the face.

Dental disease is significant in more ways than just aesthetics and problems in the mouth itself.   Besides the obvious damage or loss of teeth and the formation of abscesses, there is also a link between infections elsewhere in the body and periodontal disease.

When a pet has peridontitis, each time it chews microscopic bacteria loosen from the plaque and tartar and get into the animal’s blood stream.  These organisms can infect other parts of the body, such as the heart, the kidneys, and the spine.  These chronic infections sap the body’s immune system and can lead to serious disease.  Ultimately, unaddressed periodontal disease leads to a shortened life expectancy in our pets.

Fortunately, veterinary dentistry has become fairly sophisticated.  Our pet’s teeth are cleaned while they are under anesthesia using an ultrasonic scaler.  Polishing, sealants and topical treatments are also done to slow down the tartar build up and to help with gingivitis.  X-rays and extractions can be performed if needed.  Veterinary dentists can also perform more elaborate procedures such as root canals.  After a dental cleaning, there are products available that will help our pet’s keep their fresher breath for a longer time, and slow down the recurrence of the periodontal disease.  Hopefully, our Fido and Tigger’s kisses will be much sweeter!

