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Diabetes Mellitus is a fairly common disease both in humans and animals.  One in every 500 dogs and cats are diagnosed each year.  Diabetes is the result of inadequate production of insulin by the pancreas.  Without insulin, the body can’t utilize sugar (glucose) in the blood, which builds up.  The kidneys then work overtime to get rid of it, causing the animal to urinate frequently.  Because so much water is being used to flush excess glucose out of the body, the animal is thirsty and drinks a lot.  A diabetic animal also eats extra food because it is trying to supply the body with additional energy, but because the food is not used efficiently, the animal continues to lose weight.  Immediate veterinary advice should be sought if you notice your pet has these symptoms.  Although diabetes cannot be cured, treatment can be completely successful.  Without treatment, the animal will perish within a few months.

The cause of diabetes is unknown, although it may be due to immune-mediated disease (when the body develops antibodies that destroy cells in the pancreas).  Diabetes most often occurs in male cats over six years of age and female dogs over seven years old.  There is no breed predisposition in cats, but several breeds of dogs commonly develop it (Miniature Schnauzers, Poodles, Labs, Huskies, Lhasa Apsos, Keeshonds, Pulis, Miniature Pinschers, Cairn and Yorkshire Terriers), although any breed (purebred or mixed) can develop this disease.  Obesity is a huge factor in the onset of the disease and makes it harder to control, so exercise is very important to keep the weight down.  Animals with diabetes are more susceptible to infections, injuries are slower to heal, and heart disease is more likely to develop.  A more serious side effect in dogs is the onset of cataracts and blindness. 

Animals are treated the same as humans with insulin injections and a low-carbohydrate/high fiber diet.  Instead of one large meal or leaving food out all day, three smaller meals are recommended.  Consistency is critical with the regulation of injections and meal times.  Giving daily injections is probably the scariest part for the owner, but with practice (usually done on an orange), the technique is easily learned.  Since each animal is different, dosage requires a period of trial and error.  A new insulin drug for dogs, called Vetsulin, will be available in late summer 2004.  This drug is more compatible with a dog’s metabolic system than human insulin.  (There are also specially made treats for diabetic animals, such as the cookies sold on the web site at olddogcookie.com.)

Too much insulin may result in hypoglycemia.  Signs are confusion, sleepiness, shivering, staggering, collapse, or seizures.  Immediately rub corn syrup (Karo) or honey on the animal’s gums to quickly get sugar into the bloodstream.  Another condition that can affect diabetic animals is ketoacidosis, which results when acids called ketones build up in the blood.  This is a toxic condition that is immediately life threatening.  Signs are weakness, vomiting, rapid breathing, and breath that smells like acetone (nail polish remover). 

Initially, there is a large financial obligation when treating your pet with vet visits, blood work, medicine, etc.  There is also the time commitment required to manage this serious condition, but with knowledge and dedication, you can expect many more happy years with your furry friend!
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