Gingivitis and Periodontal Disease

Without a doubt the most common infectious disease of domestic dogs and cats is disease of the gums.  Before the invention of the tooth brush this was also true for humans.  Considering that relatively few people brush their pet’s teeth the condition is very common among our loved pets.

GINGIVITIS:

Gingivitis is literally “inflammation of the gums” surrounding the teeth.  The inflammation arises from the tissue’s reaction to plaque which forms on the teeth 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.  Plaque forms when we eat, when we sleep, when we do anything, and the same is true for our pets.  Plaque is not remnants of food on the teeth.  It is a complicated biofilm secreted by oral bacteria.  A biofilm is a complex structure that protects the bacteria that secrete it, making them difficult to kill.  Brushing removes plaque mechanically.

TARTAR

Tartar is what forms on the tooth’s surface when the plaque biofilm collects minerals from the saliva.  Cats’ and dogs’ saliva is less acidic than human saliva.  While this is helpful in preventing the growth of bacteria that cause cavities (this is why our pets seldom develop this problem) it results in a more rapid accumulation of tartar on the teeth of our pets.  Because the plaque biofilm coats the surfaces of all teeth and also the surface of the tartar collected on the teeth our pets’ gums are constantly exposed to bacteria.  
The bacterial toxins cause inflammation of the gums, and this inflammation and swelling can destroy the seal provided by the attached gingiva which leaves the periodontal ligament open for bacterial infection.  The infection and inflammation slowly work their way down the root to destroy this attachment of the tooth resulting in infection, pain, and ultimately the loss of the tooth.  This is periodontal disease, and this is how gingivitis leads to periodontal disease.  
PERIODONTAL DISEASE

The inflammation of the periodontal ligament spreads to the surrounding bone, and before we know it we have irreversible disease, the accompanying infection and oral pain, and the loss of the tooth.  The objective of tooth brushing is to remove the plaque from the tooth surface below the gum line so that the bacterial toxins cannot inflame the gums.  In other words, the most effective way to deal with gingivitis and periodontal disease is to prevent it from getting started in the first place. Once it occurs we can treat it and depending upon several factors, mostly the length of time it has gone untreated, we can get the tissues back to varying degrees of health.  
Long-standing gingivitis can be treated with a professional cleaning above and below the gum line and the gum tissues can become healthy once again.  Periodontal disease is more difficult to treat, because it occurs too far below the gum line to reach with home care (brushing and other things that will be dealt with at another time).  A deep pocket surrounding a tooth root cannot be kept clear of food, bacteria and other debris.  We can treat many cases of early periodontal disease quite effectively and the health of the tissues can be restored.  In more advanced cases of periodontal disease too much of the tooth’s attachment is affected, and end stage periodontal disease is the most common way for our pets’ teeth to be lost.  When we find a tooth with end stage periodontal disease it has to be extracted – it is too far gone to remain in the mouth without causing more problems than it is worth.  In other words, it is far better to remove a tooth that is beyond hope than it would be to leave the tooth in place to continue to be infected and to cause pain.
ORAL PAIN
Lets talk about oral pain for a minute.  Humans with dental disease frequently report that it is painful.  Some conditions are exquisitely painful and others produce a dull ache with intermittent periods of intense pain.  Can you imagine the pain of a broken tooth or an abscess within a tooth?  But our pets do not exhibit pain as we do.  They feel it the same way, but their behaviors are different than ours.  It is thought that there are several reasons for this.
Suppose you are a dog or cat with a painful mouth.  That is a problem.  If you stop eating because you have a painful mouth now you have two problems, and two problems are definitely not better than one, especially for something as important to life as eating.  Pets with painful mouths seldom stop eating.  It just isn’t beneficial to continued life.  They often try to adjust the way that they eat so as to chew on only one side, and we often see that as a heavier accumulation of tartar on the side used less for chewing.  So the bottom line is that our pets suffer in silence and don’t complain like we do when we are suffering.

It is not at all uncommon after being treated for painful oral conditions for a dog or cat with periodontal disease to once again return to behaviors and activities that had not been observed for years.  The change in behavior is so subtle and occurs so slowly that it is not easily observed.  After oral tissues have healed following dental procedures it is not uncommon for pet owners to make comments like, “he’s playing like he did five years ago – I thought he had slowed down because he had gotten older”, or “she’s much more sociable and interested in what’s going on around her, I thought she was getting senile”.  Other times the change is so subtle that it isn’t noticed at all until normal behavior is restored, and it is the change back to normal behavior that is noticed.  The fact is that pain in our pets is most often observed as a change in behavior.  It can be almost any change from normal behavior.  It could be as subtle as the dog that changes its preferred sleeping location, or the cat that doesn’t climb onto your lap as often as it once did, or now sleeps at the foot of the bed when it used to sleep at the head of the bed.  It’s not anything that makes us think that there is something serious wrong.  But the behavioral changes are caused by something that is seriously wrong.
ANESTHESIA

A proper and thorough examination of your pet’s mouth involves anesthesia. There are many tales that exaggerate the danger of general anesthesia in our pets.  The truth is that when proper precautions are taken general anesthesia is very safe.  At Jaffe Animal clinic the precautions include pre-anesthetic lab work to evaluate the patient’s health status and their ability to withstand anesthesia, including the health of their kidneys and liver, the organs most responsible for getting anesthesia out of the body once the procedure is finished.  Every patient gets a custom-tailored anesthetic plan that takes into consideration the breed, age, and health status.  We don’t treat all patients the same because no two patients are the same – they are all different.  By using auxiliary anesthetic techniques – numbing agents and the like – we can minimize the amount of anesthetic drugs used on each patient. Every patient is attached to monitors that keep track of heart rate and blood oxygen levels.  Every anesthetized patient is given intravenous fluids to keep their blood pressure up under anesthesia should it drop unexpectedly.  Monitors run constantly to let us know the status of our anesthetized patients.  They all go “ping” or “beep” in one way or another.   Drs. Jaffe and Regis personally monitor every anesthetized patient.  While anesthesia is never without risk it clearly can be done safely, even for most elderly pets.  If we don’t think we can safely anesthetize a pet we don’t try to do what we don’t think we can do well.
