Is Your Dog at Risk for Leptospirosis?

Leptospirosis is a disease that is caused by  ‘Leptospires’ (spiral-shaped bacteria) that infect animals and humans.  Although cats can be infected with Leptospire bacteria, they do not become sick as a result.  The disease is most commonly seen in the summer and early fall, and increases in years with heavy rainfall.  The bacteria are shed in the urine and usually enter the body through mucous membranes or abraded skin.  Transmission can also occur through bite wounds, across the placenta, by sexual contact, or by ingestion of contaminated items such as water, soil, food, bedding, or tissues from infected animals.


Clinical signs of leptospirosis generally occur 7 days after exposure, and include inappetance, depression, muscle sensitivity, rapid breathing and vomiting.  Animals that are treated early or mount an appropriate immune response usually survive.  Some animals clear the infection themselves within 2 - 3 weeks; but develop chronic liver and/or kidney disease as a result.  In some dogs, the disease attacks and kills very rapidly.


Dogs of any age, breed or gender can develop leptospirosis.  The disease is more prevalent in rural areas and with active outdoor or working dogs than with housedogs that do not venture far from the house.  Most dogs develop a subclinical infection, meaning that the signs of the disease are not apparent.  Because leptospirosis can easily pass from dogs to humans, gloves are worn in order to treat infected dogs, and strict sanitation is enforced.


Vaccination against leptospirosis disease has fallen in and out of favor over the years; partly because there are a great variety of leptospire types that cause the disease (dogs are susceptible to 11 different types), and because it has been difficult to produce a vaccine that is both effective and has few side effects.  Today’s vaccines are more effective with far fewer side effects than older vaccines.

We can help you to decide whether the vaccine is wise for your particular dog(s).  Given our wet weather this past year, we are more strongly recommending it for dogs that are active outdoor dogs and spend time around water, farms or wooded areas.


In order to give maximum protection during the times of greatest risk, the recommended time to vaccinate each year for our area is in the spring, with a booster vaccination 3 weeks later for dogs that have not had a previous leptospirosis vaccination.

Please feel free to call us if you have any questions, or if you wish to schedule an appointment.
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