Vaccine FAQ and General Information
Why Do Baby Animals Need a Series of Shots and How Many do they Need? 

	

	

	
	 


When a baby kitten or puppy is born, its immune system is not yet mature; the baby is wide open for infection. Fortunately, nature has a system of protection. The mother produces specific milk in the first few days after giving birth. This milk is called colostrum and is rich in all the antibodies that the mother has to offer. As the babies drink this milk, they will be taking in their mother's immunity. After the first couple of days, regular milk is produced and the baby's intestines undergo what is called closure, which means they are no longer able to take antibodies into their systems. These first two days are critical to determining what kind of immunity the baby will receive until its own system can take over. 

How long this maternal antibody lasts in a given puppy is totally individual. It can depend on the birth order of the babies, how well they nursed, and a number of other factors. Maternal antibodies against different diseases wear off after different times. We do know that by 16 to 20 weeks of age, maternal antibodies are gone and the baby must be able continue on its own immune system. 

While maternal immunity is present in the puppy’s system, any vaccines given will be inactivated. Vaccines will not be able to "take" until maternal antibody has sufficiently dropped. Puppies and kittens receive a series of vaccines ending at a time when we know the baby's own immune system should be able to respond. We could simply wait until the baby is old enough to definitely respond as we do with the rabies vaccination but this could leave a large window of vulnerability if the maternal antibody wanes early. To give babies the best chance of responding to vaccination, we vaccinate intermittently (usually every 2 to 4 weeks) during this period, in hope of gaining some early protection. 

When a vaccine against a specific disease is started for the first time, even in adult animal, it is best to give at least two vaccinations. This is because the second vaccination will produce a much greater (logarithmically greater) response if it is following a vaccine given 2 to 4 weeks prior. 
What Are Core vs. Non-Core Vaccines?

"Core" vaccines are those that should be given routinely to most animals because of the highly infectious nature, its widespread distribution, and the seriousness and severity of the disease.  "Non-core" vaccines are for those diseases that not every animal needs to be protected against.  The decision to use non-core vaccine should be based on assessment of individual lifestyle and risk.

Examples of non-core vaccines for dogs are Leptospirosis and Lyme Disease.  For cats, Feline Leukemia Virus is a non-core vaccine.

Core Vaccine for Dogs 
Canine Distemper.  Transmitted by direct or indirect contact with the discharges from an infected dog’s eyes, nose, or urine.  Widespread, highly contagious, and usually deadly even among older dogs.  A primary killer of puppies.

Canine Parvo.  Highly resistant virus withstands extreme temperature changes and exposure to most disinfectants.  May cause severe diarrhea and vomiting.  A highly contagious disease and especially dangerous for puppies.

Canine parainfluenza.  Mild respiratory tract infection transmitted through contact with nasal secretions.  Infection is more severe in young puppies.

Canine Adenovirus Type 2.  A respiratory infection that can be associated with Bordetella infection.
Non-Core Vaccines for Dogs that are Recommended in Our Area

Canine Bordetella bronchiseptica (aka kennel cough).  A bacterial respiratory tract infection transmitted by nasal secretions.  Highly contagious.  Harsh, non-productive cough may last 1-3 weeks.  Bordetella infections can occur alone or in combination with other respiratory agents such as parainfluenza virus and andenovirus-2.

Canine Leptospirosis.  Lepto is an infectious bacterial disease transmitted by contact with infected urine from rodents, raccoons, skunks, and other wildlife as well as other dogs.  Can be spread to humans in addition to other animals and may cause permanent kidney damage.
Core Vaccines for Cats

Feline Viral Rhinotracheitis.  An upper respiratory infection of cats caused by feline herpesvirus-1.  FVR is very contagious and can cause severe disease, including death from pneumonia in young kittens.  It is transmitted through the air and direct contact.

Feline Calicivirus.  One of the two important viral causes of respiratory infection in cats, the other being feline herpesvirus. FCV can be isolated from about 50 percent of cats with upper respiratory infection.   It replicates in the oral and respiratory tissues and is secreted in saliva, feces, urine, and respiratory secretions.
Feline Panleukopenia.  (aka feline distemper,) a viral infection caused by feline parvovirus, a close relative of canine parvovirus. It is not related to canine parvovirus and is not transmissible to dogs.  Panleukopenia is primarily spread through contact with an infected cat's bodily fluids, feces, or fleas. Sometimes it is spread through contact with bedding, food dishes, or even by handlers of infected cats.  Mortality rate is 60-90%.

Feline Chlamydia psittaci.  Another infectious agent that can contribute to illness with the feline respiratory disease complex.
New Information about Leptospirosis

There is evidence that Leptospirosis is becoming an increasing threat to dogs due to expansion of urban populations into what used to be rural farmlands, and the presence of wild animal vectors such as raccoons, skunks and opossums in suburban neighborhoods.

Leptospires are bacteria that live in fluids from infected animals, including urine, saliva, blood and milk. The disease is transmitted by direct contact with the fluids or with an infected animal. It is also transmitted by indirect contact with vegetation, food and water, soil, and bedding materials. Leptospires enter the body through mucous membranes or through breaks in the skin. The disease may be carried for years in animals without any apparent symptoms of disease.  Any age, breed or sex of dog is susceptible to leptospirosis, although in general, young animals are more severely affected than adults.

As with most bacterins (vaccines made with killed bacteria), immunity is not as long lasting as is immunity to viral antigens. Yearly boosters are recommended for at risk dogs, and immunity may not even last a complete year. Although leptospiral vaccines have historically been incriminated in more adverse vaccine reactions than other commonly used vaccines, the newer and "cleaner" subunit vaccines have lead to a reduction in the number of these adverse reactions.

Since our geographic region tends to lend itself to standing water and we have a fairly high population of raccoons, skunks and opossums, we recommend that the Leptospirosis bacterin is part of the vaccines for dogs with an adult size of greater than 10 pounds.  Dogs smaller than 10 pounds and certain breeds such as Pugs and Dachshunds (even if greater that 10 lbs. adult) tend to have more sensitivity to the bacterin and experience more vaccine reactions.  Risk associated with this vaccine may outweigh the need or benefit.

We will guide you in the decision to vaccinate your dog against leptospirosis based on exposure risk, vaccine safety and overall health.  Adult dogs who have not been previously vaccinated for lepto need a two-vaccine series administered 3-4 weeks apart.
What Vaccines Should I get for my Pet?
Which vaccines are recommended to an individual pet depend on many factors: what kind of exposure to disease the animal has, what diseases are common in the area, what kind of stress factors are in the home situation, etc.  We will make recommendations based on this information, but general guidelines are:
DOGS
· DA2PP (distemper, adenovirus-2, parvovirus, and parainfluenza) +/- leptospirosis based and size and breed

· Bordetella

· Rabies

CATS
· FVRCP (feline rhinotracheitis, calicivirus, panleukopenia, and Chlamydia psittaci)

· FeLV (feline leukemia virus) for cats that go outside.  We recommend testing all kittens and recently acquired, previously untested adult cats for FeLV.  Our test combines the Feline Immunodeficiency Virus and heartworm as well.
· Rabies (for indoor and outdoor kitties)

What is the Difference between a Live and a Killed Vaccine?
These terms apply to vaccine against viral infection.

The goal of vaccination is to present the virus in question to the patient’s immune system in as natural a way as possible so as to best mimic the stimulation obtained by natural infection, yet skip the illness experienced by the patient.

There are two ways to achieve this goal. One way is to use killed vaccine. Here, large amounts of dead virus are injected into the patient. They filter into the immune system and lead to stimulation. The other way is to use a live virus that has been modified such that actual disease does not result in infection. By using live virus, a more natural stimulation is obtained as the live viruses follow through the same steps of replication that the real ("street") virus would.

Which method is best remains somewhat controversial. Some experts feel that killed vaccine is best as there will never be a chance that the patient can contract the actual disease from the vaccine if a killed vaccine is used. Proponents of live vaccines have been able to demonstrate that far stronger immunity can be generated by the live vaccines. While our hospital stocks some killed vaccine available upon request, we feel that the live vaccine indeed produces better protection and this is what we use on a routine basis unless we have an option to use a recombinant vaccine (see below).

Can a Pregnant Pet be Vaccinated?
It is important that live vaccines (see above) NOT be used in pregnant pets. This is because a "modified" virus that will not cause illness in the mother may still be strong enough to infect the unborn puppies or kittens. Killed vaccines may be given during pregnancy though, as a general rule, it is best not to give any medical treatments during pregnancy if it can be avoided. While the administration of killed vaccines is commonly performed in large animals and food animals, it is not routine for dogs or cats.

Why is a Feline Leukemia Test Required Prior to Vaccination?
The feline leukemia virus has potential to be latent in a carrier cat without any signs of illness, and this carrier state can persist for years. During this time, the cat is contagious and at risk for numerous problems. Many people want to skip the test to save money but, in fact, it is of great importance to know if a cat is harboring this infection. Knowing that a cat is positive allows you to save money by not unnecessarily vaccinating for feline leukemia. Furthermore, if an owner is aware of a cat's positive status, the pet can be kept away from other cats thus preventing the spread of the disease. An owner can prepare financially for expected treatments needed for this cat if the owner is aware of the positive test. We feel strongly that testing is important whenever a new cat is obtained as a pet.

Can Vaccines Hurt my Pet?
Some muscle soreness, lethargy and mild fever persisting for a day or two are considered common results of stimulation of the immune system. Vaccine reactions beyond this are unusual but possible. Allergic reactions characterized usually by facial swelling and hives are a strong sign that special care should be taken in administering vaccinations. Since allergic reactions can potentially become worse with each episode, it is important to take heed of these signs as severe reactions can result in shock or even death.  In dogs, a typical vaccine reaction involves swelling of the muzzle and face.  In cats, watch for drooling, open-mouth breathing and vomiting.  If these symptoms are noted, consider it to be an emergency and call our office.  If it is during business hours you will be advised to return the animal to the clinic immediately, and if it is after hours, you will be advised on our answering message to contact the emergency center and will be provided with a phone number.
Another reaction that has received tremendous press lately is the vaccine-induced fibrosarcoma, a form of cancer in the cat (see the next question).

Can Vaccines Cause Cancer?
The fibrosarcoma is an especially aggressive form of cancer that can affect cats spontaneously or by viral induction via the feline sarcoma virus. Recently, fibrosarcomas have been removed from areas of the body typically used for vaccination and, to the surprise of the veterinary profession, particles of aluminum-based vaccine ingredients (called adjuvants) were discovered within the tumor. The working theory is that vaccination may induce this form of cancer in rare cases (between 1 in 1000 and 1 in 10,000 cats). The killed feline leukemia vaccine and the killed rabies vaccine have been implicated as being more likely to be involved. The problem is definitely not a matter of simply changing to non-aluminum based adjuvants but is more complicated. A list of preventive measures has been issued by most veterinary associations.

Can Over-Vaccination Cause other Diseases?
As mentioned, in the mid-1990s recommendations for annual canine distemper and feline distemper vaccination shifted to every three years for these vaccines. The reason for this is not that annual vaccination was found to be harmful; it simply became accepted as unnecessary.

Many people have speculated that annual vaccination is responsible for cancer, immune-mediated diseases, kidney disease, and most common ailments of senior dogs and cats. So far, there is no clear evidence that annual vaccination has increased the incidence of any specific health problems.

