Every month seems to be an occasion for recognition…of something or other.  For the veterinary community, October is Senior Wellness Month.  The American Veterinary Medical Association has taken the time to designate this month for all things senior or geriatric.  Now age, strictly speaking, is not a disease.  However, as in people, our pets suffer age-related diseases.  I’m sure we all remember being told that pets died of old age.  In the current veterinary climate, we have more advanced diagnostic testing, and a more precise understanding of companion animal disease.  We have the ability to diagnose and slow progression of kidney failure, liver disease and stave off the effects of osteoarthritis.

The first tool in early diagnosis or prevention of age-related changes is understanding pets’ aging.  While the common conception is that each calendar year is comparable to seven years of aging in a dog, it isn’t quite that simple.  Cats and dogs reach physical maturity by one year of age, comparable to fifteen years of aging in a human.  The following year is comparable to seven to nine years of aging in a human.  In essence, your two-year-old cat or dog has maturity comparable to a human in their early twenties.  Each year thereafter is similar to five to seven years.  To add to the confusion, all of this is affected by breed and size.  Giant breed dogs, such as St. Bernards or Great Danes, age much more quickly than a toy breed dog.  The average life span of a Great Dane is approximately eight to nine years, as compared to thirteen years for a Chihuahua.  Many veterinarians consider animals ‘senior’ after they have reached seven years of age, with appropriate adjustments made for breed and species.

If your pet is ‘senior’, you might wonder what that means in terms of disease and future risks.  Geriatric patients are at increased risk for kidney disease, liver disease, cancer, dental disease and orthopedic disease, to name a few.  Statistics suggest that 50% of dogs over ten years of age will have some form of cancer, either benign or malignant.  Without question, senior dogs have significant reduction in their quality of life due to osteoarthritis, which is often worsened by obesity.  Many senior cats will be affected by some degree of change in kidney function after they reach beyond twelve or thirteen years.

So now that we have addressed when your pet is senior, and how that might affect them, it is important to illustrate the purpose of this exercise.  Many veterinarians recommend senior bloodwork for all pets over seven years old.  Senior bloodwork can pick up changes in liver, kidney and metabolic function, as well as pick up any evidence of infection or even cancer in some cases.  Routine examinations are doubly important once pets are senior, as it can help identify areas of concern, or clinical signs that can be resolved.  Patients with arthritis do not need to suffer chronic pain.  The veterinary community has a multitude of ways to help keep pets comfortable, ranging from anti-inflammatory medications to injectable joint supplements.  The surest way to give your aging pet an excellent quality of life is to engage in a dialogue with your veterinarian, and choose an approach specially tailored for your pet.

