Dental Care for Pets

By Jean Hofve, DVM
Dental disease is the #1 most common health problem seen by veterinarians. By the age of 3, virtually all cats and dogs have some degree of dental disease, ranging from a mild accumulation of tartar to severe infection and tooth loss. Most pets would benefit from an annual dental exam and cleaning, but it is also important for you to take care of your pet's teeth at home. 
 While diet does play a role in dental disease, there is also a very strong genetic component. Some breeds, such as small poodles and Abyssinians, have a tendency to develop severe gingivitis, and Persians, Pugs, and Bulldogs often have overcrowded, cavity-prone teeth due to their "smushed" faces. Some pets may need very little dental care, while others might require full cleanings under anesthesia once or twice a year. 

 Excellent dental health requires help from your veterinarian as well as a commitment to home care from you. If your pet already has dental disease, the first step is to have his teeth cleaned under anesthesia by your veterinarian. While no surgery is risk-free, modern anesthetics, together with appropriate monitoring and supportive care, make this a very low risk procedure, even for older animals (who usually need it the most!). I've done hundreds of dentistries on elderly cats without a single anesthetic death. 

The best way of removing plaque and preventing dental disease at home is brushing the teeth. Ideally, you should brush your cat's teeth daily. Brushing removes plaque on the outside of the crown (above-gum portion) of the tooth, and stimulates the gums to keep them healthy. However, plaque can still accumulate below the gum line; so an annual check-up and cleaning, if necessary, is still an essential part of your pet's dental health. Even if you don't see any problems, it is best to have your pet's teeth professionally cleaned prior to beginning a home-care program to make sure there are no painful areas in the mouth that might jeopardize your success. 

 It's best to brush every day; if you miss a day, it's not a crisis. However, if you plan to brush every other day, and then miss a session, you've lost several days that cannot be reclaimed, and plaque will have a good head start. 

 Most dog chews, including nylon, rubber, rawhide bones, hooves, and real bones (whether packaged, raw, or cooked), do very little to help reduce plaque accumulation, and can actually cause a dog's teeth to fracture; broken teeth are a source of infection and pain to the dog, and expense to you when they have to be extracted. If a dog swallows a chunk of any of them, it can cause a life-threatening intestinal blockage. If you have a ball dog, don't let it chew on tennis balls; the fuzz rapidly wears teeth down. Thin rawhide strips and pig ears are acceptable chews and may have some benefit by mechanically abrading off the tartar, but be aware they add quite a bit of fat to the diet, and illness caused by contamination of pig ears with dangerous bacteria has been reported. 

 There are many serious health risks associated with tooth decay. Bacteria living in these "slums" can enter the bloodstream and seed infection in critical organs like the heart, liver, and kidneys. Decayed and abscessed teeth are very painful and may hinder the animal from taking in enough nourishment, not to mention deterioration of the pet's quality of life.

 Proper dental care for your pet is neither easy nor cheap, but it is truly necessary to maintain optimal health and well-being. 

 

