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Your Pet Can Be Hazardous ©

to Your Health
By Thomas Clavin

When Richard Simms began experiencing fatigue, ir-
ritability ® and blurred vision, he couldn%t understand
why. The normally affable 23-year-old grew even more
concerned when he started having fits of anger, followed
by a steep drop in energy.

Then one day he collapsed © in convulsions ®. Rushed
to hospital he lapsed into a coma ® . Doctors diagnosed
encephalitis ©, a brain inflammation that resulted from a
cat scratch—apparently by Simms’s cat.

An estimated 60 percent of Americans share a home
with an animal. We keep more than 57 million cats, 53
million dogs and 12 million birds. Unusual animals, such
as rodents, reptiles and miniature pigs are being adopted
as pets.

Having a pet is a wonderful experience — but epi-
demiologist © Dr. Peter Schantz of the Centers for Disease
Control (CDC) in Atlanta warns that owners should be
aware that “approximately four million Americans are in-
fected annually by a ‘zoonotic’ disease (ome contracted
from an animal) . ” At least a dozen diseases can be

passed along by household pets. Usually only the most
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serious, like rabies or plague, create headlines.

While rabies in humans is rare, health officials are
monitoring the diseases because there has been a 95
percent increase in reported cases among animals from
1990 to 1993. Most cases involve wild creatures such as
raccoons, skunks, bats and ‘foxes, but the CDC also re-
ports a 54 percent jump in cat rabies, to 291 cases in
1993.

Plague, rare today, is the “Black Death” that killed
25 million Europeans in the 14th century. Since 1991
there have been about 11 reported cases per year in the
United States, mostly involving fleas from wild animals
in the West and Southwest. Plague is transmitted by
infected fleas— usually on rodents but, says Schantz,
sometimes on pets. Both cats and dogs may become in-
fected, but dogs can’t transmit plague to humans. Cats
have given the disease to 16 people since 1997. Two
died. If diagnosed quickly, however, plague is routinely
cured by antibiotics @ .

The vast majority of pet-transmitted diseases are not
frightening, fatal disorders. Many are preventable and
readily cured—if you know about them. Here are the
main hazards to your health—and what you can do about
them:

Cat-Scratch Disease. This ailment @ affects some

22, 000 people yearly. It’s a bacterial infection often
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transmitted by a cat’s scratch, though sometimes by a bite
or a lick. Watch for tender, swollen lymph ® nodes, brief
redness at the scratch site and occasionally fever. Al-
though symptoms may last from two to six months, most
patients do not require treatment.

For one to two percent of patients like Richard Simms,
however, cat-scratch can be devastating, Simms eventu-
ally recovered from his coma. Yet, “even six months
later, 1 was in a haze, feeling like I was living in a
dream, " he says.

Hookworm, Roundworm. Hookworm is a parasite ®
found in some dogs, commonly in humid areas of the
country. Eggs pass in dogs’ stools and hatch in the soil to
produce tiny larvae @ capable of migrating through human
skin. Once under the skin, they cause an intensely itchy ®

rash, Sometimes the illness goes away in a week; other
times prescription medicine is needed.

Dr. Lawrence Raymond, associate professor of oph-
thalmology at the University of Cincinnati, has seen many
worm-related eye disorders, especially in youngsters. One
case involved a ten-year-old infected with a roundworm that
traveled through his system and setiled in his retina®. The
worm had already caused some permanent damage to the
retina before Raymond destroyed it with a laser. “There are
an estimated 10, 000 cases of human roundworm infection

each year, ”"says Dr. Schantz. “Of these, more than 700
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result in vision impairment. ~

Ringworm. This is actually a fungus that infects the
hair of a dog or cat. The fungi can be transmitted back
and forth between humans and pets by direct contact, and
in humans can cause such problems as athlete’s foot.

Toxoplasmosis. Ironically, this pet-relaled disease is
often overlooked because it’s so common. It comes from a
parasite found in the feces @ of infected cats, which pick
it up from small rodents. The parasite can survive in a
litter box, or in garden soil for up to a year before being
brought home by a human— possibly in the dirt under
fingernails.

According to Dr. Benjamin Lult, chairman of the
Department of Infectious Diseases at the University Med-
ical Center at Stony Brook, N. Y. , ten to 40 percent of
Americans are infected with toxoplasmosis. Nine out of
ten have no symptoms or ill effects. The unlucky one may
experience fever, headache, swollen glands or skin
rashes. Tragically, “if a woman acquires it during preg-
nancy, “says Luft, “it can severely damage the fetus.

A blood test can detect the disease, and antiparasitic
drugs can reduce chances of transmission to the fetus by
60 percent. But the best course is prevention. If you're
pregnant, have someone else clean the litter box, if pos-
sible.

Bites. Over 500, 000 animal bites occur each year.
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[

Even a nip can transmit pasteurella multocida, a bac-
terium passed along in one-fourth of all dog and cat bites.
The typical sign is swelling where the bite occurred,
sometimes accompanied by fever. “It doesn’t matter if it
was the family pet that bit you, "says pediatrician Andrew
Margileth of the University of Virginia. “Get the bite
checked out. ” When a strange dog has broken your skin
and the animal can’t be found and tested, you must get
rabies shots.

Only a small percentage of people contract a disease
from a pet. The risk can be diminished by following a few
simple precautions ¥:

+ Always vaccinate your animal against rabies. If you
adopt a stray, take it to the vet for shots.

- Have your dogs and cats checked annually for worms
and routinely dewormed as pupies and kittens. And since
worm-in-fested droppings can mix in soil handled by
playing children, stress the importance of hand-washing
and keeping hands away from the mouth.

- However much you or your children adore your pet,
kissing it on the snout is a bad idea. Never allow a dog or
cat to eat from your plate.

+ Clean your cat’s litter box every day. Rubber gloves
protect against contact with parasites. Washing hands and
rinsing the litter box with near-boiling water further re-

duce the risk of contracting toxoplasmosis.
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