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Fleas.  Every pet owner at one point or another ends up having to deal with fleas. Owning cats and dogs means fighting off flea infestations in your home and working to find products that can protect your dogs and cats from getting fleas. Any dog or cat can get fleas, even a pet that is kept indoors all the time.  Fleas can travel into your home on their own, on another pet, or even on your clothes and shoes. 

If you’ve had pets before then you probably already know how difficult it can be get rid of fleas once you pet has them.  If you haven’t had a pet before then you might not know that fleas are difficult to deal with, hard to get rid of, and can wreak havoc with your pet’s health.  Fleas also can affect your own health and the health of anyone living in your home so it’s very important that you are vigilant about protecting your pet from fleas.  

Some people think that the hype about fleas is something that vets make up in order to sell more flea prevention medication, which can be quite expensive if you buy it retail at the vet’s office.  But fleas really are a serious problem for you and your pet and you need to be aware of the symptoms of the conditions that can be caused by flea bites and how to get rid of a flea infestation if your pet or your home becomes overrun with fleas.

Some pets have serious allergic reactions to fleas that can cause skin problems and other issues. Even a single bite from a single flea can be enough to make some dogs and cat lose hair and become very itchy and uncomfortable. There are lots of ways to deal with flea problems and keep your beloved pets protected from fleas and it’s important that you what your options are when it comes to flea control and prevention.  In the past, damaging chemicals or messy flea sprays and dips have been used to kill fleas but there days there are alternative methods that you can use that are quick, easy, and relatively inexpensive.  Although if you’ve ever tried to flea dip your pet you’re probably willing to pay a little more for a product that doesn’t require you to dip your pet!

Because fleas can be such a serious problem for dogs and cats and even other small domestic animals like hamsters or guinea pigs knowing what you’re up against when it comes to the war on fleas and knowing how to protect and treat your pet can help you keep your pet healthy, happy, and flea free. 

WHAT ARE FLEAS?

Fleas are tiny parasitic insects that feed off the blood of cats, dogs, animals, and even humans.  Fleas are often very difficult to see unless you’re looking with a microscope.  The best way to look for fleas with your naked eye is to use a special flea comb that you can get at any pet store or a vet’s office and comb through your pet’s fur. Most likely you won’t be able to see the fleas but you will be able to see dirt and debris that they leave behind, called flea dirt.  If you see any flea dirt on your pet then you can assume that your pet has a flea problem because it would take many fleas to create enough flea dirt to be visible to the naked eye. 

There are two main types of fleas: cat fleas and dog fleas.  Even though they are two separate species cat fleas can attack dogs and dog fleas can attack cats. Both types can attack humans or small animals like rats or hamsters.  Cat fleas are the most common, so if you develop a flea infestation the chances are good that you have a cat flea problem even if you have dogs. Cat fleas and dog fleas have been known to infect as many as fifty other kinds of species including humans so no animal in your house is safe from fleas, even you, if you do develop a flea problem. 

Because they are so small and light fleas can jump incredible distances, which is one of the reasons they are so hard to get rid of. They can embed themselves in furniture, in the carpet, or in the curtains anywhere in your home. They can also jump from one pet to another, or from your shoes or pant legs onto your pet.  Both species of fleas can jump up to seven inches straight up, and more than thirteen inches horizontally

Fleas can jump up onto your pet, feed, lay eggs, and then jump off and go do the same thing somewhere else. Usually fleas lay about twenty eggs at a time. Flea eggs are rarely visible because they are so very small but they look somewhat like very miniature chicken eggs. They are hard and shiny and white, like chicken eggs. Sometimes if you are looking very closely you can see flea eggs against a dark carpet or cushion. Flea eggs can hatch in as little as two days but sometimes take up to two weeks to hatch.  

The eggs that a flea lays on your pet usually fall off of your pet within a few hours. Then they incubate in the carpet, in the couch, or in other safe, warm places and hatch more fleas. Pet beds and blankets are breeding grounds for fleas. Adult fleas only account for about five percent of the fleas in any given area. That’s why controlling flea growth by killing flea eggs and sterilizing the existing fleas so that they can’t lay more eggs is the most effective way to get rid of fleas. Once the adult fleas die your flea infestation will be a thing of the past because there aren’t thousands of new baby fleas running around laying eggs. 

Fleas can live for up to a year in the right conditions, which is another reason why using a flea control product that sterilizes adult fleas as well as killing fleas is so important. In a year’s time one flea could give birth to hundreds of thousands of other fleas in the right conditions. 

THE FLEA LIFE CYCLE

Fleas go through two stages before they become adult fleas.  Fleas start as larvae after they hatch from their eggs and then they go through a pupa state similar to a caterpillar where spin a whitish looking cocoon around themselves and finish developing into adults. Once a flea has reached adulthood it will go out and start looking for a blood meal.  Adult fleas need to feed on flood before they can reproduce and they really don’t care if it’s animal or human blood so if you’re not careful you could become a flea meal as well as your pet. 

When it’s in the larvae stage just after hatching from its egg a flea looks very similar to a microscopic white earthworm that has spines.  Fleas that are in the larvae stage feed on any organic matter or waste that’s lying around so it’s practically impossible to cut off their food supply. As they eat their color changes to a dull brown and when they have the food that they need to sustain them during the pupa stage they will find someplace warm like your pet’s bed or your blankets and spin a small cocoon.  Fleas usually stay in the Larvae stage for a week or two before entering the pupa stage.

Once a flea enters the pupa stage it usually takes about two weeks for the flea to grow into adulthood. When it’s a fully grown adult it will eat its way out of the cocoon and go looking for a host.  One of the unique features that flea pupa have is an ability to sense when a host is near.  In the winter when it’s very cold instead of coming out of the Pupa cocoon when it’s fully grown a flea might stay inside the cocoon for warmth if it doesn’t sense a host is nearby so that it will have the warmth it needs to survive. When it does finally sense a host nearby it will break the cocoon and go looking for a blood meal. 

One single female flea can lay more than 500 eggs over the course of her lifetime. So just a couple of fleas can cause a massive infestation which is why using flea preventative is so important. The best way a flea infestation is to protect you pet from fleas using one of the many preventatives on the market so that the fleas never have a chance to get into your home and lay eggs. Once a flea, even just a single female flea, starts laying eggs



	Fleas have been around for a long time.  Fleas are one of the few species that have existed relatively unchanged for thousands of years. Throughout history fleas have caused havoc for people and animals causing everything from mild infections and dermatitis to serious illnesses.  Only recently has veterinary science been able to develop effective tools to fight and kill fleas and keep them from infesting homes and pets and humans. 

	Fleas caused the Plague in Europe.  Bubonic Plague, also called the Black Death, was caused by fleas that bit infected rats, fed on their blood, and then spread the disease when they bit other animals or humans.  Between 25 and 50 million people died of Bubonic Plague in Europe alone, and experts estimate that another 25-30 million people died in Central Asia and India from Bubonic Plague.  Today medical science has created drugs that can cure Bubonic Plague but thousands of years ago a single flea bite could have been a death sentence for the person that was bitten. 

	Flea dermatitis, which is an allergy to flea dirt or flea saliva that afflicts many pets and humans, can be caused by as little as one single flea bite.  Symptoms of flea dermatitis can be very severe and can cause big problems for pets so if your pet has flea dermatitis protecting your pet from all fleas is crucial to your pet’s health since just one flea bite could cause your pet a lot of misery. 

	Fleas can live without feeding for up to 100 days.  Just because your pet doesn’t seem to have any new flea bites or just because you haven’t noticed any flea activity is no reason to assume that the fleas in your home are gone.  Because fleas can live for up to 100 days without feeding on blood and because they are so small and hard to see fleas could be hiding out in your pet’s bedding, your mattress, the carpet, the couch cushions or in other warm, dark places just waiting for an opportunity to become active again and grab another meal. 

	Outside fleas breed most in areas that are shady, moist and warm.  So if your dog or cat spends a lot of time outside it’s a good idea to keep them away from any swampy areas or undergrowth, especially if you live in a tropical climate that is humid and warm most of the year.  Try to break up any areas of thick underbrush and fill in swampy ground to prevent fleas and mosquitoes from breeding like crazy and attacking your pets. 

	If you don’t want to use harsh chemicals to repel fleas outdoors because your pets spend time outdoors use cedar chips in the mulch or the landscaping near the doors of your home.  Cedar is a natural way to repel fleas. There are also some other natural ways to repel and kill fleas that can be very effective.

	Carpets are the number one hatching ground for fleas, followed by your pet’s bedding. If you’ve had a flea problem in the past it’s a very wise idea to rip up the carpet and replace it entirely or go with hardwood or laminate floors in your home to prevent a re-infestation.  Fleas can be extremely hard to get rid of once your home has been infested and depending on how bad the infestation is you might have to get rid of all your carpets and soft furnishings to make sure that there are no unhatched flea eggs or Pupa fleas left in the home. 

	Fleas can infest your vehicle too.  If you get into your vehicle and there are fleas on your shoes or pant legs those fleas could end up infesting your vehicle. Or if you take your pet somewhere that has a large flea population, like taking your dog to the dog park or camping, and then your pet gets into the vehicle the flea eggs that have been laid on the pet could end up in your vehicle.  Every time you take your pet somewhere where the pet could end up being exposed to fleas you should vacuum your vehicle as thoroughly as possible.  Vacuuming is a good way to get any flea eggs out of the vehicle and kill any adult fleas that have taken up residence there. Make sure that you wash your floor mats with soap and water too. 


	The cat flea is the species that is responsible for 90% of flea infestations.  Because cat fleas can attack cats and dogs it’s the most often found flea species whenever a domestic pet develops a problem with fleas.  Flea allergies are often caused the cat flea as well. The cat flea prefers a warm tropical climate and will die quickly when exposed to the cold but once the cat flea gets into your home you will have a lot of trouble getting rid of it because the conditions inside a home are usually exactly the type of conditions that a cat flea likes. 

	You can tell the difference between flea dirt and normal dirt on your pet in an easy way. Flea dirt is mostly composed of flea feces, which are made up of clumps of digested blood even though it can look black in color and like normal specks of dirt that you would expect to find on your cat or dog after the animal went outside. 
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	Severe itching – Anytime the air is dry your pet could get a little itchy. But if the itching is serious enough that it wakes your pet out of a sound sleep or if you can’t seem to stroke or hold your pet without it becoming itchy and uncomfortable that is severe itching.  Also if you pet seems to spend less time sleeping than usual and more time itching that’s a definite sign of FAD.

	Chewing and biting the tail, rump, back legs – Sometimes a pet with FAD will also check or lick at their front legs excessively.  But most of the time it’s the area just above their tail, on their sides, and their back legs. If your pet is licking these areas, pulling the fur off these areas, or scratching and biting at those areas you can be pretty sure that your pet is suffering from FAD. 

	“Hot spots” – “Hot spots” are lesions to the skin that are caused by excessive licking and biting. You pet could end up with a secondary skin infection in the area of these “Hot spots” because of all the licking and biting so if you notice that your pet has them, or has any signs of infection, take the pet to your vet for an exam and some antibiotics. 

	Overgrooming – This is probably the biggest indicator of an FAD problem.  Dogs and cats that spend excessive amounts of time grooming themselves are telling you that they have a problem with their skin.  It’s more noticeable in dogs than in cats because cats spend a lot of time grooming normally but if you start to notice that your pet is grooming constantly and is starting to show other signs of FAD then you need to start your cat or dog on a flea prevention medication and start treating your home for fleas.  The overgrooming should stop as soon as the fleas are gone. 


	Hair loss – If you notice that your pet starts to have thinning fur, or if your pet starts developing bald patches your pet probably has FAD and is either pulling the hair out or licking it off. 


	Red lumps on the skin – Look closely at your pet’s skin. If you see perfectly round disc like lumps or sores that are red then your pet probably has FAD.  If your pet’s FAD is advanced enough to wear the pet has noticeable lesions it’s really time to call the vet and bring the pet in to be seen and evaluated by the vet so that a proper treatment plan can be set up. 






































	Camping – If you have been camping recently in an area that was warm and humid you might have brought home fleas that jumped into your bedding, your tent, or your clothes.  Fleas are often found in warm and humid areas and because they’re so hard it’s easy for them to stowaway in your belongings and get brought into your house without you knowing about it. 

	A friend’s house – Do your friends have pets? If they do and their houses or their pets have fleas then it’s entirely possible for you to bring fleas home with you from their homes.  Fleas can jump into your clothing and your shoes and hang out there for a long time even if you’re moving around or stomping your feet.  One or two fleas that jump from your friend’s pet onto you or from your friend’s carpet onto your pant legs could be cause an infestation in your own home. 

	From work – You could be picking up more than gossip walking along the halls at your office, especially if your office is carpeted. If any of your coworkers have fleas it’s possible that they have brought some uninvited guests to the office on their shoes or socks and those fleas could be waiting in the carpet for you to walk by. Or you might end up getting flea eggs on your clothes or shoes and taking them home with you.

	From your yard – If you were out mowing the lawn or gardening over the weekend you could have picked up fleas from the yard outside and brought them inside with you. Lawn clippings and shrubs are some of fleas favorite places to hide so be careful when you’re out doing lawn work that you’re not bringing fleas indoors with you. 

	From the mail carrier or delivery person – If you regularly have packages dropped off at your day by the mail carrier or delivery person that person could be bringing fleas with him or her depending on what other houses they have been at that day. If they were at a house that had fleas it would have been easy for a flea to jump on them and hitch a ride all the way to your house.  That’s why it’s so important to use some kind of flea prevention or use a natural flea repellant like cedar chips around the front door to repel fleas before they enter your home. Once they get in you’ll have a terrible time trying to get them out.










	In the yard – Whenever you let your dog outside in the yard your dog runs the risk of coming back inside with lots of uninvited guests.  The best way that you protect your dog from picking up fleas when he or she is out in the yard is to take steps to reduce the number of fleas in the yard. Get rid of any undergrowth where fleas love to breed and use cedar chips and other natural flea repellants around the yard. If you notice that there is one are that has a lot of fleas try fencing off that area or not letting your dog into that area. 

	From other dogs – If your dog gets friendly with another dog while on a walk or at the dog park or on a play date there is a good chance your dog could end up getting fleas. Obviously you can’t keep your dog away from other dogs constantly but one thing you can do to help prevent fleas is wipe your dog down with a flea repellant before you take your dog into an area where you are going to be around other dogs. 

	At the groomer or kennel- Kennel cough isn’t the only thing that your dog might end up picking up at the groomer or at the kennel.  Because of the high doggie traffic in businesses like that there are probably at least a few fleas roaming around even thought most reputable groomers and kennels check dogs for fleas before they are allowed in. Groomers that do flea dips and other flea treatments are usually meticulous about treating their offices for fleas but it’s still possible for your dog to pick up fleas.

	From outdoor animals – Fleas don’t just inhabit domestic animals. Fleas can also be found on some small wild animals like squirrels or rabbits or rats. If your dog is out hunting and comes into contact with a wild animal that has fleas then your dog could bring home fleas from those animals.  It’s a very smart idea to bathe your dog or at least brush your dog very well if your dog has been out hunting before letting the dog back into the house.

	Camping – If you like to take your dog on outings with you keep in mind where you are going. If it’s an area that is known to have a lot of fleas then you should bring extra flea preventative and make sure that you spray down all your dog’s bedding with flea spray to make sure that no fleas from where you are camping end up coming back home with you. 











	From other cats – Anytime you bring a new cat into the household the cats that already live in the house could end up with fleas.  Even if you check the new cat carefully for fleas before bringing it home you should treat it with a flea preventative before bringing it home to avoid bringing fleas into the house. Keeping the new cat separated from the other cats in the house for a few days will also help protect the cats and your home from infestations.

	From your yard – Even if your cat doesn’t go outside fleas that live outside might start heading inside when it gets cold looking for a warm place to spend the winter.  If your house is not sealed very tight fleas can get in easily because they are so small and you might end up with fleas even if your cats don’t go out. Fleas can also live in the heating ducts and other warm areas of your home for a long time so there might be fleas already in your home just waiting for a blood meal. 

	From you – If you end up bringing fleas home on your clothes or shoes then you could end up bringing fleas 



	From wild animals – If your cat goes outside and your cat likes to hunt mice and rats then your cat could easily end up coming home with fleas.  Cats that hunt can get very close to their victims and provide the perfect new home for any fleas that are on the animal they are hunting.  The next time your cat brings you a trophy from an animal that it has killed make sure it’s not bringing home fleas too. 

	From new bedding or blankets – Sometimes fleas end up in the bedding or blankets that you buy for your cat. They could get into the bedding while it’s being transported or in the pet store. In order to make sure that there are no hidden fleas in the new bed or blanket that you just bought for your cat always wash anything new that you buy for your cat in hot soapy water before you give it to the cat the same way that you would wash new clothes before you wear them.  
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