Lepto What?
 
You may be curious about all those vaccinations that your dog receives throughout his/her life.  Many veterinary hospitals are adopting a 3 year vaccine schedule except that every year you have to return for that pesky Leptospirosis vaccine.  “What is Leptospirosis,” you might ask, “and why is it so important that my dog needs to be vaccinated against it every year?”
Leptospirosis is a bacterial organism commonly found in the urine of wild animals such as squirrels, raccoons, opossum, deer, and skunk.  It is most commonly transmitted to dogs when they drink any standing water that has been contaminated with wild animal urine.  Other possible modes of transmission include ingestion of infected animals tissues, infected soil, or contaminated food.  Once taken in by your dog, the organism replicates quickly in the bloodstream and preferentially travels to the liver and the kidneys.  
Within seven days clinical signs such as fever, inappetence, vomiting, yellow discoloration of the skin (icterus), increased drinking, and increased urination can occur.  Approximately fifteen days after exposure, an infected dog can begin to shed the organism in his/her urine and any human in contact with infected urine is also at risk of developing the disease.  
There are a large number of factors that determine whether or not your dog (and therefore yourself) could be at risk for this potentially fatal disease.  The first and most important is whether your pet is vaccinated.  There are at least ten different types of Leptospirosis and the current vaccine given protects against the four most commonly seen forms.  The vaccine not only protects your pet from developing disease, it can also prevent shedding of the organism in the urine, thereby protecting the human population as well.  If your dog is unvaccinated then whether or not disease will develop depends on the form of Leptospirosis ingested, how much was ingested, and whether or not your dog’s immune system is fully functional.  In all of these cases, quick diagnosis and treatment with antibiotics is key to preventing fatality.  
So which dogs are at risk?  Virtually any dog that walks outside and is in contact with water or soil that may have been contaminated by wild animals is at risk, and should be vaccinated.  The vaccine needs to be boostered on a yearly basis to maintain a high antibody level in circulation.  As vaccines continue to improve, hopefully there will one day be a vaccine to protect against all forms of Leptospirosis and last for longer than just one year, but we are not there yet.  
If you are unsure whether your dog has had the Leptospirosis vaccine or want to begin protecting yourself and your pet against this horrible disease, contact your local veterinarian for more information.      
 
 
