Roundworms: Dogs And Puppies

There are two species of roundworms affecting dogs and puppies: Toxocara canis and Toxocara leonine. Both are treated with the same medication protocol so when eggs are seen on a fecal floatation exam, it is not necessary to determine which species is present.

How infection occurs:

In dogs, there are four ways by which infection with Toxocara canis occurs:

· Consuming infective worm eggs from soil in the environment (generally through normal grooming)

· Nursing from an infected mother dog. Most mothers have larvae in mammary tissue, which become active when puppies nurse.

· Consuming a prey animal (usually rodent) that is carrying developing worms. 

· During embryonic development when an infected mother dog is pregnant (most puppies are infected this way).

Cats cannot be infected with Toxocara canis.
Why is infection bad?

Roundworm infection can have numerous negative effects. It is a common cause of diarrhea in young animals, can cause vomiting as well. Sometimes the worms themselves are vomited up which can be alarming as they can be quite large which females reaching lengths of up to seven inches. The worms consume the host’s food and can lead to un-thriftiness and a classic pot-bellied appearance. Very heavy infections can lead to pneumonia as the worms migrate and, if there are enough worms, the intestine can actually become obstructed. It should also be noted that human infection by this parasite is especially serious (see below). It is important to minimize the contamination of environmental soil with the feces of infected animals so as to reduce the exposure hazard to both humans and other animals.

How do we know if our dog is infected?

You may not know and this is one of the arguments in favor of regular deworming. Regular deworming is especially recommended for dogs that hunt and might consume the flesh of host’s carrying worm larvae. Puppies are frequently simply assumed to be infected and automatically dewormed. Of course, there are ways to find out if your dog is infected. If a dog or puppy vomits up a worm, there is a good chance this is a roundworm (especially in a puppy). Roundworms are long, white and described as looking like spaghetti. Tapeworms can also be vomited up but these are flat and obviously segmented. If you are not sure what type of worm you are seeing, bring it to your veterinarian’s office for identification. Fecal testing for worm eggs is a must for puppies and a good idea for adult dogs having their annual check up. Obviously, if there are worms present, they must be laying eggs in order to be detected but, by and large, fecal testing is a reliable method of detection. 

The Center For Disease Control and Prevention recommends automatically deworming puppies for roundworms beginning at age 2 weeks in areas where roundworms are common.
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