
Heartworms in Your Dog
Important Facts About Heartworm

• Heartworms are a parasitic worm (about the diameter of
thin spaghetti) that normally live free floating in the right
ventricle of the heart and nearby blood vessels. 

• The parasites are transmitted from one dog to another
by mosquitoes. 

• Heartworms are diagnosed with blood tests, and/or X-
rays, along with other tests. 

• Heartworms are not detectable with the commonly
used blood test until they are sexually mature (about 6
months after entering the dog). Female worms must be
present for accurate test results. 

• Heartworms have been diagnosed in all 50 states and
worldwide.  In the south heartworms can and will kill a
pet if left untreated.  

• Veterinarians recommend heartworm PREVENTION for
dogs.  Your local veterinarian is your best source of infor-
mation.     

• Dogs should be tested FIRST… before starting heart-
worm preventatives unless they are less than 6 months
old. 

Recommendations
To control heartworms in the dog population and to pro-
vide your pet with the best possible protection against
heartworms, the following guideline are recommended: 

• All puppies should be started on preventive medication
no later than 6 to 8 weeks of age.

• Your dog should be checked annually for heartworms
with a blood test particularly if there have been breaks in
the administration of preventive medication.

• All dogs in our area should be on preventive medication
year round. 

• Dog that shows signs of weakness, persistent cough-
ing, breathing difficulty, or decreased ability to exercise
may have heartworms and should be tested.

• If your dog is diagnosed with heartworms, it should be
treated by a veterinarian to prevent permanent damage
to the heart and lungs.

• Prevention is the best approach to heartworms. If pre-
ventive and monitoring programs are followed, unneces-
sary treatment and permanent heart and lung damage
can be avoided. 

Heartworm Infection – Many heartworm-infected dogs
are free of symptoms. In dogs without symptoms, any sign

of heartworm depends on the number of worms and the
response of the infected dog. Dogs can be infected with 1
to 250 heartworms at a time. In general, the higher the
number of worms, the more severe the disease, and the
greater the risk for post-treatment complications. The most
common symptoms associated with clinical heartworm dis-
ease are coughing, respiratory distress, and exercise intol-
erance. In more severe cases, a dog will cough up blood
because the pulmonary blood vessels have been ruptured.

Heartworm Disease – The host is sick.  Heartworm dis-
ease is caused by damage from the adult worms once they
get into the blood vessels of a dog's lungs. The worms
cause the blood vessels to swell and become scarred. As
the blood vessels shrink in diameter, blood flow becomes
increasingly restricted. In the right lung, blood pressure
begins to rise, which causes pulmonary hypertension. This
increased vascular pressure means that the right side of
the dog's heart has to work harder to pump blood through
the lung. Eventually, the pressure will lead to failure of the
right heart and death.

If the disease is very severe, the heartworms die and enter
the smaller arteries of the lung. If there are dead worms, a
dog's body reacts with an inflammatory response and
numerous blood clots. Severe damage can also cut off
blood flow to the outermost sections of the lung, which
causes the affected area of the lung to be nonfunctional.

The first sign of heartworm disease is often premature
aging. Dogs grey prematurely about the muzzle and

Aorta

Heartworms

Pulmonary
Artery

Left Auricle

Coronary
Arteries &
Veins

Left Ventricle

Ventricle Infected

with Heartworms

Right

Auricle

Vena Cava



forelegs. Their activity levels decrease and their coats lack
luster. As the disease progresses, a chronic dry cough
often begins. This cough is most noticeable at night when
the dog is resting or in a sitting position. It is due to fluid
accumulation in the lungs and bronchitis. Later, the dog’s
tummy assumes a pear-shaped look as the dog’s liver
enlarges and fluid accumulates in the abdomen. While
these events are occurring, the dog’s heart and pulmonary
arteries enlarge due to obstruction of the worms, inflamma-
tion and damage to the heart.

Prevention of heartworm infection is preferable than treat-
ing it after the fact. When determining an effective heart-
worm prevention program for a dog, talk to your veterinar-
ian.

Regular testing for heartworm is a critical part of preven-
tion. It is the only sure way to determine that prevention has
been successful. Waiting to see if symptoms develop is not
an acceptable alternative. Therefore, every dog over six-
months old must be tested before prevention is started.

Puppies should be started on preventative treatment as
soon as it is safe, usually by six to eight weeks. Adult dogs
should start and continue prevention througout their lives.
Preventatives can only be purchased through a veterinari-
an. Over the counter medications do no treat or prevent
Heartworm. 
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If you need further assistance go to www.petsforlife.org, www.mobilespca.org or email the Mobile SPCA.


