AURAL HAEMATOMA

What is a haematoma of the ear, and how does it occur?
An aural (ear) haematoma is a collection of blood or serum, and sometimes a blood clot within the pinna or ear flap.  This blood collects under the skin and causes the ear flap to become thickened.  The swelling may involve the entire ear flap or it may involve only one area.  Aural haematomas usually occur as a result of local irritation to some part of the ear.  When something irritates the ear canal, the dog responds by scratching or shaking the head. Excessive shaking causes blood vessels to break, resulting in bleeding. An understanding of the ear's anatomy makes the sequence of events more logical. The ear flap is composed of a layer of skin on each side of a layer of cartilage. The cartilage gives the ear flap its shape. Blood vessels go from side-to-side by passing through the cartilage. Violent shaking causes the vessels to break as the skin slides across the cartilage.

Dogs may tolerate haematomas well or they may be extremely painful. This will depend on the pain threshold of the dog, the cause of the irritation and how long the haematoma has been present.

How is it treated?

There are three steps in treatment.

1.
The blood is removed from the pinna. This is accomplished by surgically incising over the haematoma. On some occasions the fluid may be drained and the haematoma injected without incision-however in many cases the fluid returns within a few days.

2. The space where the blood accumulated is obliterated. The layers of skin and cartilage in the ear are realigned and the space between them reduced. This is accomplished by a series of sutures that are passed through the ear flap. The skin incision may be left open with a small gap to allow the fluid to continue draining for a couple of days and prevent the wound from prematurely closing.

3. The cause of the problem is diagnosed and treated. An important aspect of treatment is dealing with the cause of the shaking-the first step here is usually closer examination of the lower ear canals using an otoscope (a trumpet shaped instrument that allows visualizing the lower ear canal). If an infection is present, medication is dispensed to treat it. However, some dogs have no infection but have foreign material (eg a grass seed) lodged in the ear canal. If so, the foreign material is removed. It is also possible that a foreign body initiated the shaking but was later dislodged. If that occurs, and no infection is present, further treatment of the ear canal is not needed. Another common cause of shaking are skin allergies due to grasses, fleas and other environmental causes.

What medications will my dog need at home?



Most commonly dogs will be placed on some anti-inflammatory drugs to reduce the pain and irritation associated with the aural haematoma. Some dogs may be placed on antibiotics to either treat an already existing infection, or to prevent an infection now that the ear has been opened up.

Will I need to bring my dog back for further treatment?

The sutures are generally removed in about 14 days. Occasionally sutures are left in for longer to ensure enough scar formation between the different tissue layers. At that time, the haematoma is usually healed.  If discharge occurs from the holes before they close, it should be cleaned off with cotton wool and clean tap water . If an infection was present, it will be necessary to recheck the ear canal to be sure that the infection is gone. Otherwise, another haematoma may occur.


