MANGE

Mange is a parasitic skin disease caused by microscopic mites. Mites have eight legs and are distantly related to spiders-both being classified as arachnids.

DEMODECTIC MANGE
What causes demodectic mange?

Demodectic mange, sometimes just called "demodex", is caused by the demodectic mange mite demodex canis, a parasite that lives in the hair follicles of affected dogs.  Under the microscope, this mite appears shaped like an alligator with 8 legs.  All dogs (and many humans) have a few of these mites on their skin.  As long as the body's immune system is functioning, these mites cause no harm.  

Demodectic mange most often occurs when a dog has an immature immune system, allowing the mites to grow rapidly.  Therefore, this disease occurs primarily in dogs less than 12-18 months of age.  In most cases, as a dog matures, the immune system also matures.  Adult dogs which have the disease usually have defective immune systems.

Does this mean that demodectic mange is not contagious?

Yes.  Since the mite is found on virtually all dogs, exposure of a normal dog to one with demodectic mange is not dangerous. Most dogs acquire the mites in their first couple of days of life when they are transferred from mother to puppy. Normally only a few mites exist on the skin and the immune system keeps their numbers to a fairly constant low level, low enough not to cause any disease.

Why doesn't the immune system mature correctly in some dogs?

Development of the immune system is under genetic control.  Thus, an affected dog usually comes from a litter containing other affected puppies.  Owners of littermates should be put on the alert to watch for it.  Because the disease is often due to a genetic defect, affected dogs should not be bred.  Also, parents of the affected dog should not be bred again.

Some breeds of dog are affected more commonly. We tend to see short-haired breeds and those with shortened noses (Brachycephalic breeds) more commonly affected when they are puppies. Common breeds affected are Boxers, Boston terriers, Staffordshire bull terriers, Pugs, Beagles, Weimeraners and Dalmatians to name a few.

Sometimes the disease can occur as a result of treatment of the dog with immunosuppressant drugs including corticosteroids, or other hormonal problems such as diseases of the thyroid gland and adrenal gland. We may also see the disease pop up in female dogs (usually those which have previously shown symptoms) when the are going through their first season due to the effects of hormonal changes on the body during this period.

What does demodectic mange do to the dog?

Surprisingly, a dog with demodectic mange does not itch severely, even though it loses hair in patches.  Areas of bare skin will be seen.  The hair loss usually affects the face, especially around the eyes.  When there are only a few patches of hair loss, it is termed localised demodectic mange.  If the disease affects many areas of the skin, it is called generalised demodectic mange. It was originally thought that generalized demodectic mange was a progression of the localised form. It is now known that these two forms are quite different, however distinguishing the localised from and early generalised case can be quite tricky.

How is the condition diagnosed?

If the vet suspects your dog has mange-they will most likely perform a skin scraping of the affected area. This is done by scraping the surface layers of the skin with a scalpel blade and paraffin oil, placing the scraped off material onto a microscope slide and then looking at the sample under the microscope. The mites have a characteristic appearance and are usually easily detected.

How is demodectic mange treated?
The localised form is usually treated with topical medication. This is usually carried out by using a shampoo to assist in flushing mites out of hair follicles. Some cases of localised demodex require no treatment and resolve on their own.

The generalized form can be treated by a couple of methods: -

1. The first method involves the weekly application of topical insecticidal rinses (e.g. amitraz). Shampooing with special cleansing shampoos helps to flush out the hair follicles prior to the application of special insecticidal shampoos. The disadvantage of using these chemicals is that they are quite hazardous and special care needs to be taken to protect exposure to skin, eyes etc. This can be tricky when applying to a dog jumping around in the bathtub, even with gloves and protective clothing. The rinses can be also potentially fatal to your dog if mixed incorrectly and then applied. The dog will have similar symptoms that are intended for the mites!

Treatment failures are common with this form of treatment.

We generally do not recommend this form of treatment.
2. The second method involves the use of an oral medication (Ivermectin) to kill the parasites. Most dogs tolerate this medication very well, however it is very toxic some breeds such as Collies, Shelties and Border Collies, due to a genetic deficiency in their metabolism of the drug. Some other dogs also have adverse reactions to the drug and this may be unpredictable. For this reason, we usually start on a low dose and gradually increase it over time to the full therapeutic dose. This means that if a dog is very sensitive to the drug, then only a low dose has been given and side effects are likely to be mild and recovered from quickly.

The oral medication is by far the most common method used to treat the generalized form of demodectic mange. It would be common to have these dogs medicated for a minimum of 2-3 months.

For dogs with generalised demodectic mange, secondary skin infections may represent a complicating factor requiring antibiotic therapy.  Dogs with skin infections have very red, inflamed skin and these dogs are usually itchy.

What is the prognosis for my dog?

Treatment of the localised form is generally successful.  

Treatment of the generalised form is also usually successful, however this may become frustrating in some cases as the disease tends to recur, owing to the underlying immune system problems.  In recalcitrant cases, some dogs may require regular treatment for the rest of their life.

The vet will need to check your dog on a regular basis and perform repeat skin scrapings to ensure that the samples from the scrapings are negative for the presence of mites. Negative results on two to three occasional are required to ensure the treatment has been successful. This does not necessarily imply that the condition has been completely cured though.

Following successful treatment, is it likely to recur?

Because the immune system does not mature until 12-18 months of age, a dog with demodectic mange may have relapses until that age.  It is important to restart treatment promptly to minimise the possibility of developing uncontrollable problems.  Demodectic mange may also occur in very old dogs because function of the immune system often declines with age.  Dogs who have immune suppression due to illness or medication are also candidates for demodectic mange.

Side Effects Of Treatment

With the oral treatment Ivermectin, dogs that are sensitive to the drug may show a number of side effects.

Follow the instructions carefully to ensure the correct dose is being given.

Generally the Maximum dose for a 
5kg dog is 0.3ml once daily (not to be confused with 3.0ml), 





10kg dog 0.6ml once daily








20kg dog 1.2ml once daily.

If your dog vomits, loses its appetite, looks unsteady on their legs or has tremors, or just generally isn’t themselves then please stop the medication and present your pet to the vet at the soonest available opportunity.

