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 Intervertebral Disc Disease

 Intervertebral disc disease (IVDD) is commonly referred to as a "slipped disc.”  It is very common in breeds such as dachshunds, schnauzers, cocker spaniels and beagles, though it can happen to any dog. It rarely occurs in cats.
The majority of vertebrae have a cushion between them called a disc. The problem occurs when this disc degenerates through trauma or gradual weakening and expels its center portion into the spinal canal. Because the spinal canal has very limited space, this causes compression and inflammation of the spinal cord.  This can happen at any point along the vertebral column from the neck area (cervical) to the lower back (lumbar) and pelvic area. 
CLINICAL SIGNS:
The symptoms of a slipped disc can vary depending on the severity and location of the injury.  

If the protrusion is caused by a traumatic event, such as jumping off a piece of furniture, the symptoms may be very rapid in onset. The dog may immediately become paralyzed in the rear limbs or may show only mild wobbling in the rear legs that may progress to paralysis. Pain may also be the only symptom.
If the protrusion occurs more gradually over time (usually days or weeks) due to degeneration of the disc, signs of pain may be subtle.  If the injured spinal cord is in the lower back, signs may include back pain, reluctance to climb stairs or jump up, and difficulty urinating or defecating.  If the problem is located in the neck area, your dog may be reluctant to eat or drink off the floor, hold their neck in a drooped position, and try to turn the whole body instead of turning the neck. They may yelp or whine when you try to pet them or pick them up. Most dogs experience muscle spasms and their rear limbs may appear to shake.  Please understand that these are all symptoms of significant pain and should not be ignored. 
DIAGNOSIS: 

A presumptive diagnosis of IVDD can be made by CVAH doctors.  We base our diagnosis on history, signs of back or neck pain, and your dog’s response to medications. Radiographs may be recommended to evaluate the vertebral column and rule out fractures, dislocations, arthritis, or other changes.  Unfortunately, the discs and spinal cord cannot be seen with a routine x-ray, but there are often signs of disc disease, such as bone spurs or calcification of other degenerative discs. Medical treatment and rest is all that is usually needed. 

For a definitive diagnosis, we would have to refer you to a neurologist, who may advise special procedures such as a myelogram (dye injected into the spinal canal and then x-rayed) or an MRI in order to visualize the spinal cord and discs. This is usually only indicated if your dog’s symptoms are severe and/or progressive.
TREATMENT:
The treatment of IVDD varies according to the nature of the damage and progression of the disease. 

In early cases, medical management can be very successful if there are few neurological symptoms. The success of medical treatment is related to your compliance of strict cage rest. This, along with the use anti-inflammatory drugs (usually steroids) and muscle relaxers (to stop the painful spasms) are the first choices of treatment.  If your dog does not respond or his/her paralysis worsens, surgical decompression is the only treatment that may work.  The longer you wait, however, the less effective surgery may be.
*REST* REST* REST* 
is the cornerstone of treatment.  The disc is unstable and needs time to scar into place.  If your dog runs, jumps or is active, the disc will further rupture into the spinal cord and cause irreparable damage.  When we give pain relievers,       s/he will not feel the pain as much and will try to be active. You must be proactive to avoid complications!  Call us   if you need sedatives to keep your dog quiet.

· For the 1st 2 weeks, never allow your dog in the backyard without a leash. If your dog has neck IVDD, purchase a halter.  One chase after a squirrel could be disastrous.  If they are small (or you are strong) carry your dog out to the backyard.  

· No walks, no jumping on or off furniture or up/down steps.  Help them as much as you are able.

· If you are gone from the house, your dog must be in a confined area or in a crate.
· After 2 weeks, you may gradually increase their activity over the next 2 weeks.   

· After 4 weeks, if they show no sign of discomfort, you may resume normal activities.

Call us immediately if they start stumbling, have trouble walking, are dragging any of their legs, dribble urine/fecal material, or if their pain worsens (i.e. yelping, reluctance to move, etc.).  If so, they may need emergency care and/or examination by a neurologist.  Severe cases with progressive paralysis require surgery by a neurologist to relieve the pressure on the spinal cord.  Cost is approximately $4,500 (with the MRI or myelogram).  
Some discs cause chronic or intermittent pain over months and years, and will need ongoing treatment or referral to a neurologist.   
Halters are advisable long term for all dogs with IVDD because they distribute the pulling pressure along the entire back and do not stress out the neck discs.  Remember, if your dog has an episode of IVDD, they may always be prone to degeneration of the other discs.
Please do not hesitate to contact us if you have any questions or concerns!
