Osteoarthritis – It Is an Issue?
By: Jerry White, DVM

Harmony Hospital for Pets

     There is a somewhat humorous statement that says, “Good health is wasted on the youth”.  In reality this statement is true when good preventative health care measures are not effectively employed while we are young, resulting in significant compromises to our quality of life when we become geriatric.  Osteoarthritis is a health issue which definitely fits this truism in both people and companion animals.
     Osteoarthritis is a degenerative disorder of joint cartilage which leads to subsequent inflammation and damage to surrounding bone and soft tissue. It is a painful, progressive, and irreversible disease which is initiated by mechanical trauma to normal cartilage cells.  In the normally formed joint, this cartilaginous damage is the result of years of wear and tear created by repetitive, excessive, impacting compressive forces within the joint during vigorous exercise.  This damaging process will also occur in very young patients who have anatomically malformed joints with only minimal compressive forces. 
     Once the process starts it will definitely proceed, just like progressive heart or kidney failure.  Although not life threatening, the pain endured by affected patients markedly impacts their quality of life.  Osteoarthritis doesn’t occur just because of aging changes.  Within certain gene pools, adolescent children and companion animals less than a year of age can be stricken.  It is true that certain breeds of dogs or cats are at greater risk, however, veterinary experience argues that no particular companion animal gene pool is immune.  Because arthritis cannot be cured medically or surgically, the appropriate therapeutic approach lies in efforts to prevent the onset, and effectively manage the disorder once developed.  The human and veterinary medical advice of “take a pill and rest the joint” is antiquated and fortunately supplanted today with a much more effective management scheme.

So why do owners miss the signs of arthritis, and why has it taken the profession so long to recognize the enormity of the problem?  Three answers: 1) dogs instinctively hide their pain, especially from their owners, 2) so even if companion dogs could, they would be reluctant to fill out a questionnaire truthfully, and 3) they are now living long enough for us to realize they are not just getting old, they actually hurt.  The common signs of arthritic pain are listed in the summary at the end of this article.  For a more intuitive insight into this list, a discussion with your veterinarian is often helpful.

Recent veterinary attention to arthritis has resulted in several advancements in early detection.  By focusing on this health problem and educating companion animal owners, early detection at home is being facilitated.  As veterinary awareness is raised, many doctors incorporate more pointed questions regarding signs of pain, as well as, specific gait and posture analysis during yearly physical exams. Newer techniques in radiograph interpretation have significantly improved early detection.  There is currently a recommendation that dogs within predisposed breeds (see summary) have their hips x-rayed under anesthesia during the time of spay or neuter to identify joints prone to arthritic change.  For more information see the www.pennhip.org website.  This is a program that the doctors at Harmony Hospital for Pets endorse and recommend.  With early detection, a proactive approach to treatment can be employed in juvenile dogs identified at six months of age instead of waiting for clinical signs to develop at two years of age.  Early treatment usually means better success.

The goals of therapy are to identify arthritis early, employ methods to slow up its progression, and maximize the patient’s quality of life by safely minimizing the associated pain.  It is also important to practice a preventative health care approach since virtually all companion animals will develop some degree of arthritis, if they do what we want them to do, and live a long life.  As described below, these therapeutic objectives require a multi-modal approach to osteoarthritis that encompasses owner directed physical therapy at home and veterinary supervised administration of joint supplements and drugs.

The first step of arthritis prevention involves a subject many of us would like to ignore!  It’s called weight control.  The single, most manageable pre-disposing factor to canine (and probably feline) osteoarthritis is obesity; even just a little bit.  It’s a harsh statement but, “we as companion animal owners are the only ones responsible for our pet’s weight – period”.  Arthritis and its associated pain, go hand-in-hand with making the dog’s joints carry more weight than they were designed to support.  Once the break down of these joints begins, the decline is progressive.  Out of necessity, most American small animal veterinarians have also become very good dieticians.  Most of us are also companion animal owners who have fought this problem in our own pets and are empathetic to the emotional issues associated with forced weight loss in our companions. The goal of healthy weight loss is very attainable for obese patients; just give your veterinarian a call and let us help you.

The type and amount of exercise both before and after the development of arthritis are important considerations.  Don’t ask your dog to participate in heavy physical activity without first helping him get conditioned.  Three weeks in the backyard is not good preparatory exercise for a fifteen mile hike up the mountain.  Also in a preventative mind set, traumatic joint activity should be avoided whenever possible.  Jumping off a six foot high rock while hiking in the mountains is not a good idea-- for us or our dogs.  It’s great to let our companions race around and enjoy themselves, but we should first help them get conditioned and then still not allow them to think they are indestructible. 
             In recent years, the recommendations for post-arthritic exercise have been significantly modified.  Instead of rest, physical therapy has become the goal.  For multiple physiologic reasons it is not a good idea to rest an arthritic joint.  Static joints lose their ability to produce essential lubricating fluids and thus, become less flexible and more painful.  In general, joints that are arthritic are benefited by exercises that are gentle and stimulate an increased range of motion.  Your veterinarian can help you with ideas for home physical therapy and gentle exercise techniques which will “warm” your companion up before extended exercise, improve their strength and conditioning, and maintain adequate range of motion in arthritic joints. 

Over the last ten years, remarkable advances have been made in the medical management of arthritis through improved pain relief and the administration of medicines which can inhibit the natural progressive nature of this disorder.  Veterinary research has played a major role in this accomplishment, with many of the benefits first being applied to companion animals before being adopted for human patients.  Certain non-drug substances, known as nutraceuticals, are being used to attempt to improve joint health through nutrient support.  Glucosamine and chondroitin are two of the two most commonly known substances within this group and their efficacy has been established.  Because nutraceuticals are not drugs, there has been no FDA regulation of the production and marketing of these products.  Unfortunately, this has resulted in misleading claims of effectiveness and little regulation of product purity by the nutraceutical industry. Your veterinarian knows how to help you make a good selection from the current market and I recommend you follow their advice before purchase for your companion.  Polysulfated glycosaminoglycan (Adequan) is another joint supplement product which has resulted from veterinary research and this one does have FDA approval.  This compound can only be administered by intramuscular injection, but it has been unequivocally proven to increase joint lubrication, reduce inflammation and pain, and support joint cartilage repair.  Since this compound can not be administered orally, a protocol for repeated administration has to be established with your veterinarian. 

The most debilitating aspect of arthritis is joint inflammation and it’s associated pain which significantly impacts the patient’s quality of life.  Pain inhibits exercise and exercise is an important part of the multi-modality treatment of arthritis.   Sometimes analgesic drugs are required in the initial treatment of arthritic pain to permit an adequate amount of exercise.  Once this has occurred with a multi-modality approach, use of these analgesic drugs can often be reduced to a sporadic or “as-needed” frequency of administration.  Drugs ideally suited for the treatment of arthritis address both the inflammation and the pain.  The result of the search for this ideal arthritis drug is a family of compounds known as non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) with COX-2 inhibition.  The last part is really important and that’s why aspirin is not a very good choice for arthritis.  Cox-2 NSAIDs can have serious adverse effects in some patients, but they are also sort of like food; the right amount is really beneficial, but too much leads to serious health problems.  Also like food, the right amount for one patient might not be the right amount for another.  Examples of the complications that can occur with these drugs have been well publicized in human medicine through recent litigation in the Celebrex and Vioxx trials.  For dogs with severe arthritis, the veterinary NSAIDs, such as Rimadyl or Deramaxx, are truly a blessing, but they can also be devastating if abused.  It is my recommendation that chronic use of these drugs should be reserved for advanced cases of arthritis, and when used, their effects on the patient should be closely monitored through periodic blood analysis.  When handled in this fashion, most severely arthritic dogs can receive the benefits of these drugs without experiencing serious adverse consequences.

 In summary, osteoarthritis is a debilitating disease in our companion animals that probably has more of an impact on the quality of their life than we often recognize.  Avenues for early detection and management are progressively improving and paying dividends when employed.  Because arthritis is a disease that varies significantly with age of onset and rate of progression, let your veterinarian design a multi-modal approach to treatment that best fits your pet’s needs.  When you work together in a team effort with your veterinarian, your companion is going to win. 
