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THE FACTS ABOUT HEARTWORM DISEASE 
 

Heartworm Disease can be fatal. Heartworms in the right side of the heart stretch the chamber and 
cause heart failure or can lump together and lodge in the lungs where they can cause suffocation. 
Although Heartworm Disease is considered to be treatable, the treatment is nearly as bad for the dog 
as the disease itself. Because heartworm infections are preventable, we want you to understand the 
facts and prevent the disease. Always keep in mind Heartworm Disease is easily prevented, but 
difficult to cure. 
 

Heartworm Disease is carried by an infected mosquito. When the mosquito bites the dog, it injects 
small worms under the skin. These worms migrate until they make their way into a blood vessel and 
begin circulating in the dog’s bloodstream. Over the next six months, worms will grow and change 
until they become adult worms. They make their permanent home in the right side of the heart where 
they breed and eject their young back into the blood stream. 
 

Dogs are tested for Heartworm Disease by a simple yearly blood test. Since it takes six months from 
the time the mosquito bites the dog until the time we can detect it in our laboratory, when we take the 
blood test in the spring we are actually screening for infections from the previous summer. The type 
of test run depends on the preventative your dog is taking, daily or monthly. 
 

Due to the rise in the number of infections in this area, we are currently recommending heartworm 
preventative medication for ALL dogs. We generally recommend the medication be given from the 
first of June, the start of the mosquito season, until two months after the first frost. Two months are 
critically important since the medication you give today (if your dog takes the monthly type of 
preventative) kills all the worms that were injected a little over a month before. In other words, the 
medication works in retrospect. We have recently learned that a mosquito needs to live at 70 
degrees Fahrenheit for two weeks in order for the parasite in its mouth parts to develop to the point 
that the mosquito can infect a dog. In our climate, seventy degree weather in October and November 
will rarely be for two weeks straight. Therefore, we recommend giving medication two months after 
September or at least through December 1st. 
 

Some clients prefer ALL YEAR therapy. The advantage to you is that the timing of the test is no 
longer important and can be done with your yearly routine physical examination and vaccinations. If 
you elect to discontinue treatment December 1st, the blood test should be performed between 
April 1 and Labor Day, with preventive treatment beginning June 1. A negative blood test result 
should be received each year to verify that the preventive medicine has been 100% effective. 
However, because the monthly preventive medicines are very safe and it’s important to begin them 
on time, you can start the preventive on June 1 even if you can’t get your dog here for his/her blood 
test right away. Please feel free to discuss these new guidelines with your veterinarian if you have 
questions! 
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