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Understanding Heartworm Disease: Heartworm disease is a serious and potentially fatal condition caused 

by parasitic worms living in the arteries of the lungs and occasionally in the right side of the heart of dogs and 

cats. Heartworms are one of many species of roundworms. Dogs and cats of any age or breed are susceptible 

to infection.  

Clinical Signs: Dogs with a low number of adult worms in the body that are not exercised strenuously may 

never have apparent signs of heartworm disease. However, in most dogs, the heart and lungs are the major 

organs affected by heartworms. Clinical symptoms may include any of the following to varying degrees: 

Cough, exercise intolerance, difficulty breathing, abnormal lung sounds, enlargement of the liver, temporary 

loss of consciousness due to poor blood flow to the brain, fluid accumulation in the abdominal cavity, 

abnormal heart sounds, and death.  

Disease Transmission: The disease is spread by mosquitoes. 

When infected mosquitoes bite their host the larvae migrate 

through the connective tissue, under the skin, then pass into 

the animal's blood stream and are quickly transported to the 

arteries of the lung. It takes a total of approximately 6 months 

for the larvae to mature into adult worms that begin 

producing offspring (microfilariae), which can be detected in 

the bloodstream through a simple blood test. Adult 

heartworms can live for five to seven years in the dog with 

the females reaching up to 12 inches long. That is huge 

considering the number of worms infecting a dog can be 

anywhere from 1 to 250. In most cases, the cat is not an 

effective host for the heartworm to reproduce and its main 

response to the heartworm occurs in the lungs and not in the 

heart, whereas dogs, can suffer from severe/fatal damage to 

both the heart and lungs.  

Detection/Prevention: It is important to know that although the animal may test negative for heartworm 

when you adopt them, it doesn’t mean they haven’t been infected. It takes 6 months from being bitten by the 

mosquito to the point where they will test positive on a blood test. This is why it is important to treat dogs 

(especially from the southern states) with monthly doses of Heartguard for at least 6 consecutive months and 

have them retested by your veterinarian. We strongly recommend regular monthly doses of Heartguard 

throughout the life of every animal as a preventative. 

Who is at risk?: Heartworm infection has been found in dogs native to all 50 states. All dogs, regardless of 

their age, sex, or habitat, are susceptible to heartworm infection. Although it is more common in the southern 

states where there are higher populations of dogs and mosquitos, all dogs are at risk of contracting this 

disease if not kept on a preventative program. 

Conclusion: Heartworm disease is something that is easily prevented, but not always easily treated. It 

spreads quickly among dog populations. It is a fatal disease if left untreated and the side effects of treatment 

can be deadly as well. Do your dog and others a favor by preventing this disease in the first place and set up 

your prevention plan today - 

Heather Bent



