Poisonous Plants "Enemy" For Our Animal Friends
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Many times, during the almost forty years of outpatient activity with pets, I have heard myself say "My dog eats anything he can find" or "My dog knows what he should and shouldn't eat". And both things can have an explanation: our dogs have become human "constructions" for most of the breeds, i.e. created and procreated by the breeder and from here what do the famous "handbag dogs" or "living room dogs" know? " of surviving the Wolf in the woods, of getting food on their own without crying in front of the bowl, then eating anything out of boredom or greed.

The instinct instead of breeds with a few millennia of history behind them is a different thing. The cat, in fact, much less genetically elaborated by man, has maintained this self-preserving characteristic. Try administering medicine or a simple supplement to a cat!... Hence the need for our housewife friends, who know little about what is good and what can be harmful, to have comfortable places where they can live together with humans but also safe from possible poisoning or sometimes actual poisoning by plants that "furnish" our homes and make them welcoming by artificially creating natural environments. It is enough to know to avoid, they said. Knowing is enough to organize our life well and that of our companions whom we have chosen for this journey together. So know and avoid. Enjoy the reading.

Dr. Paolo Roppa
Preface
PREFACE Plant blindness

There is a phenomenon described for the first time in the 90s by two American botanists with the name of "plant blindness".

It states that we are unable to see, notice and pay attention to the plants that surround us and, therefore, we are unable to understand its fundamental role in our own life and ecological matters.

We cannot understand the characteristics of these organisms nor the uniqueness of their biological particularities, to the point of not being able to recognize the plants that grow in our garden nor clearly understand what a plant needs to thrive. We are less knowledgeable about plants than about animals.

Our attention is drawn to objects with which we have more familiarity and which we know and understand and plants end up going unnoticed precisely because they are less known.

When studying biology, one soon realizes that only a very small percentage of the examples in textbooks are extrapolated from the plant world, even though this could offer just as good insights as those from the animal world. I imagine that it is precisely for this

reason that when the time comes for biology students to choose their specialization, very few choose plant biology and botany over zoology.

Unfortunately, the plant world has always attracted little attention.

As the well-respected biologist Stefano Mancuso reminds us, even in the Bible, Noah saves a pair of each animal species from the Great Flood and completely forgets about vegetables. However, it is the olive branch that signals to him that the flood is over and the first thing Noah does, once the flood is over, is to plant the vineyard.

Moreover, the Greek philosopher Aristotle considers the plant world to be more similar to the inorganic world than to the animal world: he says that plants cannot move nor feel and, therefore, are not "animated". Then he reconsiders, since after all plants are capable of reproducing, and so he concludes that yes, they are not exactly inanimate, but almost. Today we still think like Aristotle.

Living beings are divided on a hierarchical scale that sees man at the top; animals serve humans, plants serve animals (and humans), and the inanimate world serves plants. Even if plants are recognized as primary mediators between the physical and biological worlds, they are seen as "things" at our service, as background elements.

However, in addition to socio-cultural factors, those of a psychological, evolutionary and physiological nature must also be added to the factors that lead to plant blindness. In every moment our eyes collect an enormous amount of data of which only a very small fraction is actually processed by our brain.

How do we decide which visual information to keep in memory as important and which to delete? Because it considers them more significant, our brain retains movements, color variations and objects that are known or dangerous.

Consequently, plants go unnoticed by us since they do not move, grow close together and, when not flowering, have a uniform color.

This is also demonstrated by an experiment conducted on students at the University of North Dakota. Plants often don't get our visual attention. When a series of images were shown in rapid succession, the participants were much more accurate in indicating the presence of an animal than that of a plant among the images presented to them.

Our perception of plants is that they are usually harmless, at least for the most part, and they do not make us feel in danger which allows us to ignore them without incurring risks, which, on the other hand, we encounter when we ignore an animal launched in our pursuit, which can really hurt us.

For the first human beings, this aspect was fundamental since for them the ability to identify dangerous animals could be vital in the event of an ambush or represented the ability to obtain food during hunting trips.

Moreover, just like us, animals eat, play, sleep, interact with each other and reproduce. This is why children understand animals better and need more time to recognize plants as a life form.

James Wandersee, the inventor of the term plant blindness, says, this "is the default human condition", and if this is really the case, we must actively engage in countering it.

The real problem is that most people don't pay attention to plants and their fundamental role in maintaining life on Earth.

In this historical moment in which more than one in eight plant species is at risk and the life of animals, like ours, depend on their existence, plants need our full attention from all points of view.
Introduction
Most people who "notice" plants consider them deaf and dumb, simple furnishings of our world, quite useful and beautiful to decorate our daily spaces. Hardly anyone looks at plants as living organisms with their specific biological characteristics capable of interacting with the surrounding world in a very efficient and effective way to ensure their survival.

As it is well known in phytotherapy, in order for plants to ensure their survival, it means implementing "self-defense strategies" such as producing various chemical substances that are not only and exclusively beneficial, but also harmful, repellent, irritating, toxic and even deadly for other plants species that happen to share their living space.

However, the concept of "toxicity" must be thoroughly understood otherwise we risk underestimating certain human behavior which

can be very harmful to our animals, given that our metabolism and theirs are very different.

Scientifically, the toxicity of a substance is defined as its ability to damage the life of an organism.

A substance is considered highly toxic when, even at low quantities, it is harmful to an organism; while it is defined as not very toxic when it does not produce an effect, if not administered in high quantities.

In addition to acute toxicity, subacute and chronic toxicity are important.

The toxic dose and the lethal dose are not consistent for the same poison, but change from subject to subject and vary according to temperature, pressure, humidity, adulthood or childhood, race, sex, body weight, nutritional status, pregnancy, puerperium, intercurrent diseases.

Let's think for a moment about the leftovers from our Sunday lunch which often end up in the bowls of our beloved ones. If grandmother's vegetable soup with organic beans and red onions grown in her beautiful garden by her becomes a weekly habit in our pet's bowl, we will surely end up with a severe veterinary emergency.

Furthermore, in recent years, "new" plants are available on the market and present in homes, including exotic plants with significant toxic properties. The toxicity of every plant that surrounds us is nothing more than its self-defense and adaptation mechanism that

allows it to guarantee its survival in the environment in which it grows.

Unfortunately, some plants may pose a danger to small animals, which is not as well documented in scientific literature as it is for herbivores.

The incidence of these poisonings in dogs and cats remains limited and many veterinarians are not familiar with plants that could pose a danger to small animals.

For this reason, very often in clinical practice this eventuality is not taken into consideration or, on the contrary, plants that are not actually toxic are considered toxic.

To avoid errors, in both situations, it is essential first of all to identify the plant to which the appearance of the clinical symptoms manifested by the animal is hypothesized to be related.

Let's keep it in mind that the therapy is almost always symptomatic since there are no antidotes for most poisonings from substances of vegetable origin!

Toxic plant poisonings in small animals are very often completely accidental, which can be avoided by being aware of the conditions under which they can occur and by implementing preventive measures.

As with all intoxications that can occur in the home environment, "prevention is better than cure" and with this awareness, being a conscious "owner" of the problem is always the best therapy.

Among commonly cultivated plants some are very poisonous or deadly and many are moderately poisonous. Specific antidotes are available only in a few cases of plant poisoning.

Fortunately, in most cases, the ingestion of plants causes mild symptoms except in the event that the leaves or other parts of the plant are chopped and reduced to a paste or consumed as infusions.

An article based on data collected by the Poison Control Centre of Milan reports that requests for cases of plant poisoning represented 7% of the total. They mostly concerned dogs (61%), followed by cats (26%) and with very little information for other species. Of the cases for which the outcome was available, 11% resulted in the animal's death.

There is no cure for poisoning cases. As in cases of food poisoning, the vet can perform gastric lavage to eliminate as much of the substance as possible from the gastrointestinal tract and then administer activated charcoal which helps reduce absorption.

They are not frequent intoxications, but they are underestimated.

Frequently, we do not know exactly the plant species we have at home. Therefore, at the time of the anamnesis, it is difficult to establish whether the symptoms depend on the ingestion of a toxic plant and this is even more complicated if the intoxication took place outside the home during a walk or a trip to the mountains.

Life with our pet becomes more pleasant and serene once we are sure that the pot with the new seedling bought at the nursery, or

which was given to us as a gift, is not potentially dangerous or fatal for the animals we live with.

Prevention becomes much easier knowing that, (not being able to control our animals around the clock) we simply do not keep dangerous and poisonous plants in the house.

It will seem very strange, but our homes are an inexhaustible source of dangers especially of "chemical" substances that are toxic to our friends.

Puppies, as well as young children, are very curious to understand and get to know the world. To accomplish this, they explore the environment that surrounds them by putting into their mouth and tasting almost every object they come in contact with.

Adult dogs, on the other hand, tend to become bored and restless if they are left alone, confined in enclosed spaces (home, porch, garden) for too long periods of time. Under these circumstances they tend to chew on whatever is available to provide an outlet in times of boredom or anxiety and loneliness.

It often happens that animals left in the house or in the garden drink water from plant pots because they are attracted by different flavors or because they are thirsty (if the owner is not careful to constantly leave enough drinking water).

This can also represent an important source of intoxication.

Animals are not able to distinguish between beneficial and poisonous plants, therefore, it must be our concern to prevent them from

coming into contact with dangerous ones, at least as far as the home environment or what we can control is concerned.

It is a good idea for every conscientious owner to know at least the botanical name and the possible toxicity of each plant they possess: in the event of accidental ingestion, it will be easier for the veterinary surgeon to intervene with the most suitable treatment.

All plants contain pharmacologically active principles that, in some cases, if ingested, may cause intoxication with gastrointestinal manifestations due to the irritating action of oils, latex, saponins or the presence of calcium oxalates.

In other cases, the active ingredients of some plants act on vital organs, such as the heart, the nervous system or the liver, leading to serious dangers to the animal's health. For example, foxglove, lily of the valley and oleander contain substances (glucosides) that act on the heart, causing alterations in the heartbeat and blood pressure.

The severity of poisoning depends on several factors: - Quantity ingested (dose) - Weight of the animal (more severe if puppies) - Type of substance - Time and mode of contact

This applies to all possible sources of poisoning, whether plants, medicines, certain foods and other chemicals (detergents, paints, solvents, pesticides and repellents, alcohol, batteries, fertilizers, drugs), strychnine (Strychnos nux-vomica) found in poisoned morsels that are unfortunately still seen around (there is no antidote!).

All products for eliminating slugs and snails, which contain metaldehyde, are usually light blue granules, green or blue and are also used in gardens. The ingestion of slug pellets quickly causes nystagmus (oscillatory, rhythmic and involuntary movements of the eyeballs) especially in cats, muscle tremors and incoordination of movement and convulsions, with tachycardia and breathing difficulties, and even then, there is no antidote.

Therefore, our important task is to prevent these accidents, which, as we have seen, can endanger the lives of our beloved pets.

What should we watch out for?

Medications:

Antipyretics such as Paracetamol or the very common Aspirin are drugs commonly used in our homes and are often left unattended. They are very toxic and unfortunately also very tempting for our animals and can cause: severe abdominal pain, anemia, hyperthermia, cyanosis, coma and death.

Toxic foods:

Avocados, garlic, onions, grapes and even chocolate can be toxic. Onions contain a substance that is very toxic to our animals called n-propyl disulfide.

It initially causes vomiting and diarrhea and after 1-4 days, hyperthermia, depression, dark colored urine and a hemolytic anemia appear and can be fatal.

Chocolate contains substances called methylxanthines, one of which is theobromine, which if consumed in large quantities can be toxic (however, it is more frequent in dogs than in cats). Symptoms appearing within 4-5 hours of
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