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			FOREWORD

			THE PAST FIVE years have seen a huge outpouring of interest by pet owners and veterinarians about the practice of holistic veterinary medicine. Just as people have been able to experience the benefits first-hand of holistic and natural approaches to their own health, they naturally want to convey these same benefits to their four-legged family members.

			Healthy family interactions play a large role in promoting the health and wellness of all family members (including pets). Dysfunctional family dynamics can likewise promote illness and chronic disease in our pets. To better promote the health of the animal and the family that it lives with, the holistic veterinarian, as part of this holistic process, tries to make a better “fit” between the animal and its family. This healthier connection will contribute to optimal health and happiness within the family unit.

			Holistic veterinarians try to follow the Hippocratic Oath which states: “Above All, Do No Harm.” Holistic vets try to avoid the unnecessary use of drugs and surgeries if they are not needed to improve the animal’s health. Vaccinations, for example, although helpful in preventing certain epidemic and epizootic diseases, may not be necessary every year. (Only the rabies vaccine is required by law in every state.) Duration of immunity studies are now being completed which are demonstrating that vaccinations given early in the life of the animal (by 12 weeks of age) may have a protectiveness that lasts for many, many years, if not for the life of the animal.

			Another commonly held assumption that holistic veterinarians question includes the wisdom of feeding nothing but commercial dog food for the life of the pet. It has been recognized in recent years that commercial pet foods are overly processed, laden with adulterants, and made from poor quality, raw materials, much of which have been condemned for human consumption. In my own clinical practice of 18 years, I have found no greater healing tool for my patients than to take them off a commercial diet and switch them (slowly and gradually!) to a fresh, wholesome (and in many cases), raw food diet.

			This very complete and well-written book by Dr. Shawn Messonnier will provide you with a well-balanced approach to keeping your pets healthy. I agree with his perspective that holistic veterinary health care is an integration of the best of conventional medicine and the best of alternative medicine. Messonnier does not “throw the baby out with the bath water” in promoting this perspective, rather he promotes a commonsense, integrated, and complementary approach to animal health care.

			THE NATURAL VET™ series by Dr. Shawn Messonnier, will be a valuable addition to the natural health care section of your library, whether you are a “pet parent” wanting to give your four-legged family member a more natural upbringing or a veterinarian wanting to learn more about these useful and emerging therapies. As a veterinarian, I have found that my clients have appreciated my adding these new “natural” tools to my practice bag. THE NATURAL VET™ series will join the many other fine books available at my veterinary clinic.

			Robert J. Silver, D.V.M, M.S.

		

	
		
			PREFACE

			I AM A CONVENTIONAL doctor by training, an Aggie from the Lone Star State. I graduated in 1987 from Texas A&M University with a doctorate of veterinary medicine and, in 1991, opened Paws & Claws Animal Hospital, the first referral hospital for dogs, cats, and exotic pets in Plano, Texas.

			After using conventional treatments for several years, I became convinced that many pets that were not improving with lifelong use of conventional medications might improve if some type of alternative was available. This desire to improve the quality of my patients’ lives led me to become adept at treating pets with a variety of complementary therapies. Due to the success of this idea, I created the Acupuncture and Holistic Animal Health Care Center, the only hospital in the area to offer both conventional and complementary therapies for dogs and cats.

			Now, in addition to practicing medicine, I spread the word of holistic health care for pets as a regular columnist for the Dallas Morning News and the Wylie News. For two years, I hosted Fox Television’s “4 Your Pets” pet care show. I serve on the board of the prestigious international journal Veterinary Forum and I am also founder and editor-in-chief of Exotic Pet Practice, the only monthly international publication devoted to the care of exotic pets. Each month I reach over half a million pet owners as the holistic columnist for both Dog Fancy and Cat Fancy magazines. I also serve as a consultant to Our Pets, a leading manufacturer of natural pet products, and am the holistic veterinarian for www.planet-pets.com.

			This book, The Allergy Solution for Dogs, is part of a brand-new series of health guides called THE NATURAL VET™. With this exciting project I hope to show you ways to care for your pets using safe, natural, alternative treatments for a variety of medical conditions.

			As a speaker, consultant, and writer, I teach veterinarians and pet owners around the world how holistic methods can reduce the cost of veterinary care and help pets live longer, healthier lives. I challenge everyone I work with to be the best they can be and to rise above any challenges they may face, and I am committed to providing the best health care possible for my patients.

			A note about natural supplements:

			Throughout the book I have mentioned a number of natural supplements that can assist the pet with allergies. I have tried to be as objective as possible, and have tried to refrain from promoting any particular products. Still, every doctor has favorites that have worked best in his or her practice, and I have pointed these out when necessary. Since there are many products available, I encourage you to work with your doctor to find the best products that are most suitable for your pet.
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			INTRODUCTION

			ALTHOUGH THERE ARE many causes of itchiness in dogs, the most common is a genetic inflammatory disease called atopic (allergic) dermatitis, often called skin allergies. The Allergy Solution for Dogs deals with the treatment of this allergic condition in a holistic way. Unlike other holistic pet books, this book is an objective assessment of the most commonly recommended therapies—both conventional and complementary—for dogs with atopic dermatitis.

			This book explores all these treatment approaches so that you, the pet owner, working with your veterinarian, can determine the best course of action. The book is not meant to replace a visit to a qualified veterinary clinic. There are many potentially serious causes of itchiness in dogs and a proper diagnosis is vital for the recovery of your pet. Use the information in this book as a starting point of discussion between you and your veterinarian.

			THE HOLISTIC MINDSET

			YOU MAY BE surprised to find a chapter on conventional therapies for treating allergies in a holistic book, but the two are not contradictory. “Holistic” means “looking at the whole pet and doing what is in the pet’s best interests.” In order to be open to what is best for your dog, doctors and pet owners alike must develop what I call a holistic mindset. “Holistic care” refers to a way of thinking. The holistic doctor and owner view the dog in its entirety, rather than just blindly focusing on a set of problems or signs and symptoms.

			The holistic mindset considers all options, and then chooses those that are best for your pet. This means that occasionally a conventional medicine might be needed to help relieve the itching and inflammation that dogs with allergic dermatitis suffer. As long as we use these conventional therapies in an intelligent way, we are acting holistically. In The Allergy Solution for Dogs, you will learn how to help your dog with both conventional therapies as well as more natural methods.

			
				With every treatment we contemplate using, we must ask, “Is this best for the dog?”

			

			By changing our thought processes and becoming more holistic, everyone, especially our pets, benefits. Simply put, we must be open-minded and always put the dog’s interests first. With every treatment we contemplate using, we must ask, “Is this best for the dog?” Having a holistic attitude means that doctors and owners refuse to focus just on the problem at hand, but instead prefer to focus on total wellness for the pet. The goal of holistic care is disease prevention. As a holistic doctor, I prefer to “treat the pet” rather than, at best, treat a disease or, at worst, treat signs and symptoms. Ultimately, the pet benefits from this way of care.

			UNDERSTAND YOUR TREATMENT OPTIONS

			WHEN IT COMES to treating an allergic dog, you have quite a few options. The reason for the large number of choices is that there is truly no one “best” solution for every dog’s problem. I believe that each pet is an individual, and must be treated as such. In my private practice, I discuss this philosophy with owners right from the start. I explain that what worked for the last allergic dog I treated may not work for their pet. Each owner is different as well, with different wants and a different budget. Some pet owners want to do everything possible—money is no object—and they have the time and interest plus a cooperative animal. This allows us to experiment and try a number of unique approaches. Other people opt for a bit less. They do not feel comfortable with alternative ideas, and may not mind their pet taking conventional medications for the long haul. Still others decide not to give their animals any medications and choose only natural alternative therapies.

			Alternative therapy means any therapy that is an alternative to conventional medical treatment. This includes nutritional supplements, herbal medicine, homeopathy, and acupuncture, to name a few common ones. The term “complementary therapy” is often used interchangeably with alternative therapy, but this practice is not really correct. “Alternative” implies “something other than.” “Complementary therapy” implies that the chosen treatment is “complementing” the standard treatment, and not necessarily replacing it.

			Since most holistic doctors are open to both forms of treatment, the preferred term “complementary therapy” means that our treatment, such as acupuncture or homeopathy, is used in conjunction with and complements the conventional medical therapy that we may also prescribe. “Natural care” refers to using treatments other than conventional drug therapies.

			COMPLEMENTARY THERAPIES AND RESEARCH

			ONE OF THE difficulties in writing a book discussing complementary therapies for pets is trying to find good research showing that these therapies actually work. Unlike the volumes of research data on conventional drug therapies, there just isn’t as much data available on complementary therapies. The basic reason for this is financial. The company doing the study (usually the manufacturer of the drug) must be prepared to spend a lot of money—often hundreds of thousands and even millions of dollars—to run the kind of double-blind, placebo-controlled study considered the gold standard of research in conventional medicine. In order to spend this large sum of money, the company must have money for research and, to justify spending it, must expect to be able to recoup the investment plus a nice profit in the future.

			
				Alternative therapy means any therapy that is an alternative to conventional medical treatment.

			

			Most companies that manufacture complementary remedies do not have this kind of capital. Even if they did, the chance of making enough profit from their product often does not exist. In addition, since many complementary remedies are natural products, such as herbs, they cannot be patented. Without a patent, there is no financial incentive to run the study. Homeopathic remedies, another common complementary therapy, cannot be patented either. Unfortunately, this means that we don’t have many good double-blind, placebo-controlled studies to use to back up our recommendations for treating allergic pets with complementary therapies.

			Why are double-blind, placebo-controlled studies considered the gold standard? In this type of study, neither the doctor nor the patient (in this case the pet owner) knows if the treatment being administered is the “active agent” or the placebo. This lack of knowledge on the part of both doctor and owner is why such a study is termed “double-blind.” Since there are always some patients who get better on a placebo, this type of study uses a placebo so that the number of pets who respond to the “active agent” can be statistically compared with the number of pets responding to the placebo.

			This kind of study is ideal to “prove” or “disprove” that a certain recommended therapy works, and is always done to get government approval for a new drug. Since most complementary therapies do not have the benefit of this type of study, they are open to a lot of criticism from conventional doctors.

			The evidence I consider for the complementary therapies I use and recommend often comes from my own clinical experience and the experience of other established holistic veterinarians. I know that these therapies work because we have been using them for years (as have veterinarians before us) and I can see the results. While this anecdotal evidence may not be as good as the double-blind, placebo-controlled research, often it is all that is available. A combination of therapies is most often the most effective and that makes it difficult to test any one of the herbs and supplements given to the pet because they work together. Many of the recommended therapies in The Allergy Solution for Dogs fall into this category.

			The final source of my research on complementary therapies for allergic pets is extrapolation from the scientific literature on humans. In many instances throughout this book, I mention approaches that research either suggests may work on people or has proved that it works. While there are no guarantees, nor should we automatically extrapolate from the human literature and apply it to pets, if a treatment works for people, it may work on animals. Therefore, I have included these therapy options for you to discuss with your doctor.

			THE PARTNERSHIP APPROACH

			THE GOAL OF this book is to make you an informed consumer of veterinary information so that you become an active participant in the care of your itchy dog. By informing you of all the possible causes of itching and what you can expect at a veterinary visit, I hope to prepare you to know what symptoms to look for in your dog and what questions to ask your dog’s doctor so that your pet receives a proper diagnosis. By offering you options in both conventional and complementary treatment for allergies, I hope to enable you to establish a holistic approach that best serves your pet. By providing diet and allergy prevention techniques, I hope to assist you in becoming a partner in your dog’s care. Bu working together, you and your veterinarian can help your pet avoid skin allergies and enjoy a wonderful, itch-free life.

		

	
		
			• 1 •

			Understanding Allergies

			IF YOUR DOG is scratching regularly without signs of skin lesions, chances are he has an allergy. Atopic (allergic) dermatitis is among the most common skin diseases seen in dogs. If you are interested in holistic pet care to treat this condition, you must find a veterinarian who shares this mindset and keeps up-to-date with research on complementary treatment options. But first you must determine that your dog’s itchiness is indeed caused by atopic (allergic) dermatitis.

			GET A PROPER DIAGNOSIS

			THE TECHNICAL TERM for skin allergies is atopic dermatitis, also called atopy. Atopy is a genetic inflammatory disease in which the dog becomes sensitized to environmental protein stimuli called allergens (pollens, molds, ragweeds, house dust mites). In non-allergic dogs, these allergens do not cause problems. In allergic or atopic dogs, these allergens produce the clinical signs so commonly seen. Most pets are diagnosed with atopic dermatitis based upon clinical signs, history, and response to corticosteroids or antihistamines.

			While I have numerous problems with the conventional therapy for skin allergies, my greatest concern is that many doctors fail to give a proper diagnosis. Maybe these veterinarians don’t want owners to have to spend much money in diagnosing their pets’ problems. Maybe the doctors just decide that the pets have allergies, figure it’s easy enough to treat them with corticosteroids or other medications that relieve the itchiness and red skin, and hope that the pet doesn’t experience any serious side effects. This reasoning is no excuse for failing to diagnose and treat the pet correctly.

			While skin allergies are certainly the most common cause of chronic itchiness in dogs, other more serious conditions can also cause dogs to scratch incessantly. These conditions include infections (bacterial or fungal such as ringworm), parasites (mange), immune disorders, Malassezia (yeast) dermatitis, contact dermatitis, skin cancers, and hormonal disorders such as hypothyroidism and Cushing’s disease. Allergies other than atopic dermatitis can also be the problem; food allergies and flea allergy dermatitis are common culprits. These other causes are discussed at length in chapter 2.

			
				There is simply no excuse for failing to obtain a proper diagnosis prior to treatment of a chronic condition in a pet.

			

			Only by performing diagnostic testing can a veterinarian find the real cause of the pet’s chronic scratching and then treat the pet appropriately. There is simply no excuse for failing to obtain a proper diagnosis prior to treatment of a chronic condition in a pet. With a proper diagnosis, doctors are then in a position to refer those cases they are uncomfortable handling.

			Another thing that is quite troubling to me is that so many pets with chronic allergies are being treated for months or years with potentially harmful medicines, usually steroids and antihistamines, without attempting other safer therapies. The lack of safe, long-term, and effective conventional treatments for allergic pets is the reason I first became interested in complementary therapies. I was frustrated at seeing the same pets in my hospital month after month for their “allergy” shot and dose of steroid pills. While I could help these pets stop itching for a few weeks, they would always come back for more drugs. I desperately wanted something to decrease their reliance on corticosteroids, which I knew could shorten their lives and was the cause of their side effects of increased appetite, increased intake of food and water, increased urination, and weight gain.

			By getting “turned on” to the many complementary therapies available to help pets, I was able to finally offer my patients something other than only conventional medicines that temporarily covered up their symptoms without really addressing the problem and helping the pets heal.

			WHEN ALLERGIES DEVELOP

			ATOPIC DERMATITIS IS a genetic disease, which makes some dogs predisposed to skin allergies. For this reason, dogs with atopy should not be bred. Due to the genetic component of the disease, certain breeds of dogs have a high incidence of atopic dermatitis. These breeds include Cairn Terriers, Shar-peis, West Highland White Terriers, Scottish Terriers, Lhasa Apsos, Shih Tzus, Wirehaired Fox Terriers, Dalmatians, Pugs, Irish Setters, Boston Terriers, Golden Retrievers, Boxers, English Setters, Labrador Retrievers, Miniature Schnauzers, and Belgian Tervurens. Some (but not all) studies show that females are affected more than males. Despite breed predisposition, atopic dermatitis can occur in any breed of dog.

			
				HOW ALLERGIES DEVELOP

				The clinical signs of itching and inflammation seen in allergic pets occur as antibodies (proteins formed by the dog’s white blood cells in response to contacting an allergen) contact environmental allergens and release their pro-inflammatory chemicals. Allergic dogs develop allergen-specific IgE antibodies and, to some extent, IgG antibodies. IgE antibodies are involved in Type I hypersensitivity reactions, the most common type of allergic reaction in the pet’s body. The actual immunology is quite complicated.

				IgE antibodies are formed upon exposure to an environmental allergen such as mold, human dander, fleas, house dust mites, or pollen from grasses, weeds, and trees. The IgE antibody attaches to a tissue cell called a mast cell. The next time the pet encounters the allergen, the allergen attaches to the IgE antibody-mast cell combination. Upon attachment to the IgE-mast cell unit, the mast cell disintegrates or “explodes,” releasing the many chemicals contained within the cell and cell membrane. Some of these chemicals include histamine, substance P, bradykinin, and various prostaglandins. It is the presence of these chemicals that causes the clinical signs including inflammation and itching seen in allergic pets.

			

			According to the veterinary medicine literature, allergies usually show up in pets at 1 to 3 years of age. This is a bit misleading. Actually, allergies usually occur within 1 to 3 years of a pet being exposed to continual environmental allergens. If you live in an environment where there are few environmental allergens, even if your dog has the genetic predisposition to develop allergies, he will likely not do so. If you move to another area where there are many environmental allergens, such as here in Texas where I live, your genetically predisposed allergic dog will probably develop signs of allergies within 1 to 3 years of moving into the new environment.

			Despite this well-reported figure of 1 to 3 years of age, or more correctly 1 to 3 years of ongoing antigen exposure, some pets do not show signs of allergies until midlife or later. Still others show signs from as early as a few months of age, barely into their puppyhood. While we can use age as a rough guideline, this is not a strict rule for pets with allergies.

			When owners ask if allergies in their pets can be cured, the answer is usually no, although the rare pet “outgrows” his allergies. If an owner were to move to another place where there are few allergens that affect the dog, however, the allergic dog, while still technically “allergic,” may not show signs of allergies and appear “cured.”

			SIGNS OF ALLERGIES

			ITCHING IS THE most obvious sign of atopic dermatitis. While skin lesions and discoloring of the skin are not a symptom of the disease itself, the constant self-trauma of scratching can cause skin lesions that lead to other problems, including secondary bacterial or yeast infections. Some dogs develop additional problems from the atopic disease, such as chronic ear infections, runny nose, and diarrhea.

			Many atopic pets have only seasonal signs, showing itching during the season when the specific allergens to which they are allergic are most prominent. For example, pets with allergies to Bermuda grass living in my area of Texas often begin showing allergic signs in the spring when the grass begins to awaken after the winter. Eventually, however, most allergic pets develop signs that last all year long.

			You can suspect atopic dermatitis if your dog itches, but his skin appears normal. (One exception mentioned in a leading dermatology text is that the English bulldog may have red skin with minimal itching.) This helps differentiate allergic atopy from other diseases that cause itchiness, but also produce skin lesions. The itchiness can be mild, moderate, or severe, but most allergic pets do not start off with severe itching. For a pet with sudden severe itching, I am more likely to suspect mange, fleas, or the rarely seen food allergies as the diagnosis.

			With time, skin lesions and secondary infections can occur as a result of chronic scratching. Many dogs with chronic allergies develop pink or red skin, and bronzing and darkening of the skin. The pink or red color, which can also be seen early in the course of the disease, is from chronic inflammation. The bronzing effect is from pigment in the dog’s saliva that discolors the skin and hair. This bronzing, which can also be seen early in the condition in dogs that excessively lick, is particularly striking in light-haired dogs. Darkening of the skin, called hyperpigmentation, can develop in any chronic skin disorder as the result of repeated trauma and inflammation.

			Many dogs with atopic dermatitis also have flea allergies and chronic bacterial infections. Chronic skin infections are so common in allergic dogs that every dog with chronic skin infections should be screened

			
				
			

			
			
			
				
				
				
			

			
				
			

			
			FROM MY PATIENT FILES
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