Canine Influenza Serious & Avoidable this Holiday Season

By Paul Mann
 

With over sixty percent of U.S. households owning one or more pets, the recent reports regarding this year’s highly contagious and potentially deadly strain of canine influenza has dog owners worried…especially as holiday – and vacation – season fast approaches.  Last year’s outbreak at a Chestnut Ridge, N.Y. boarding facility resulted in more than 100 dogs contracting the disease with as many as 15 requiring hospitalization, which serves as case-in-point about just how serious pet owners must take canine influenza-related pet health advisories.  Already cases have been documented in California, Florida, Massachusetts, New Jersey, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Oregon, Washington and the District of Columbia. 

Paul Mann, founder and president of the nationally franchised FETCH! Pet Care, notes, “Canine influenza often occurs in kennel boarding and daycare facilities as one dog 'plants' the disease in any given kennel and then multiple dogs - perhaps upwards of 150 or more - have a high chance of coming in contact, contracting and spreading the disease during the time they are kenneled.  While the disease can be spread by ‘people moving back and forth between infected and uninfected dogs’, there are certainly much safer, healthier alternatives to kenneling facilities  that the public needs to be aware of.” 

Just how serious is this?  Consider these startling facts presented in an August 2005 Veterinary Advisory issued by the Department of Small Animal Clinical Sciences at the University of Florida College of Veterinary Medicine:

· Because canine flu is a newly-emerging disease, all dogs, regardless of breed or age, are susceptible to infection and have no naturally-acquired or vaccine-induced immunity; 
· Virtually 100 percent of exposed dogs become infected; 
· The incubation period is two to five days after exposure before clinical signs appear. Infected dogs may shed virus for seven to 10 days from the initial day of clinical signs; 
· Nearly 20 percent of infected dogs will not display clinical signs and become the silent shedders and spreaders of the infection; 
· There is no rapid, real-time test for diagnosis of dogs with an acute influenza virus infection; 
· There is no vaccine for canine influenza virus at this time; 
· Because the virus is highly contagious and all dogs are susceptible to infection, veterinarians, boarding facilities, shelters and pet stores should use isolation protocols for dogs that have a “kennel cough.”

“Professional in-home pet sitting is a sound alternative to thwarting canine influenza since most reputable pet care services typically visit dogs in their home one at a time or walk, board or daycare them individually or in very small groups,” continued Mann.  “As well, the better pet care services will also employ a large number of pet sitters to assure each staff member interacts with no more than 5 to 10 dogs in a day’s time - even during the busy holidays.  This exposure is far less than the 50 to 150 dogs that might typically board together in a kennel over a busy holiday season.  Thus, the disease risk level for in-home pet sitting is considerably lower.  In fact, to date I’m personally unaware of any reports that indicate dogs contracting canine influenza from a pet sitting service.”

How can pet owners avoid putting their beloved pets in dangerous health situations this holiday season, and beyond?  Below, Mann offers his “Top 10 Tips Assuring Pet Sitting Satisfaction”: 

· Diligently check all of the company’s references – at least three should be voluntarily provided 
· Ensure the company is fully licensed, bonded and insured 
· Confirm that your sitter has undergone a criminal background check and has received proper training 
· Pre-interview sitter with your pet(s) present to observe interactions and establish a “comfort level” for both you and the pet(s) 
· Ensure the company offers 7-day per week telephone and email availability 
· Clearly state how you would like the sitter to use his/her visit time in terms of walking, playing, feeding, cleaning, etc. 
· Provide medical and behavioral history about your pet(s) as well as veterinary and other emergency contact information, and gather all necessary supplies, including food, vitamins, treats, and a leash, in one central location 
· Ensure the sitter can accommodate both your desired vacation schedule, including busy holidays, and the pet’s daily feeding and walking schedule 
· Ensure company has “backup” measures in place should your sitter have an emergency that prevents them from completing your assignment 
· Confirm the service is a current member of Pet Sitters International, the world’s largest organization in setting standards for excellence among professional pet sitters

According to Mann, “These tips are what we consider to be the cardinal rules of picking a pet sitting service. If a pet owner takes these ten relatively simple things into account before they entrust their pet to an animal sitting service, they can enjoy peace of mind that their pet will be well cared for, making it a happy holiday, indeed.”

Paul Mann is Founder of nationally franchised FETCH! Pet Care - America’s largest and most sophisticated pet care network that offers professional pet sitting and dog walking services.  For franchise information or to find a location near you, visit the company’s Web site at www.fetchpetcare.com or call the corporate office at 866-338-2463.
