Cancer Association of South Africa (CANSA)
Fact Sheet
On Pet Companions and Their
Health

Introduction
Animals play an important role in many people’s lives. In
addition to seeing-eye dogs and dogs that can be trained
to detect seizures, animals can also be used in
occupational therapy, speech therapy, or physical
rehabilitation to help patients recover. Aside from these
designated therapeutic roles, animals are also valued as
companions, which can certainly affect the quality of our
lives. Is that companionship beneficial to one’s health?
[Picture Credit: My Pet]

The better we understand the human-animal bond, the
more one can use it to improve people’s lives.
Some research studies have found that people who have
a pet have healthier hearts, stay home sick less often, make fewer visits to the doctor, get more
exercise, and are less depressed. Pets may also have a significant impact on allergies, asthma, social
support, and social interactions with other people.
Companion animals may improve heart health by lowering blood pressure and regulating the heart
rate during stressful situations. In a 2002 study, researchers measured changes in heart rate and
blood pressure among people who had a dog or cat, compared to those who did not, when
participants were under stress (performing a timed math task). People with a dog or cat had lower
resting heart rates and blood pressure
measures at the beginning of the experiment
than non-pet owners.
A study found that having one’s dog or cat in
the room lowered blood pressure better than
taking a popular type of blood pressure
medication (ACE inhibitor) when one is under
stress. Other research has indicated that the
simple act of stroking a pet can help lower
blood pressure and cholesterol.
[Picture Credit: Puppy and Kitten]
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Children’s exposure to companion animals may also ease anxiety. For example, one study measured
blood pressure, heart rate, and behavioural distress in healthy children aged 3 to 6 at two different
doctor visits for routine physical examinations. At one visit, a dog (unrelated to the child) was
present in the room and at the other visit the dog was absent. When the dog was present, children
had lower blood pressure measures, lower heart rates, and less behavioural distress.
Findings suggest that the social support a pet provides can make a person feel more relaxed and
decrease stress. Social support from friends and family can have similar benefits, but interpersonal
relationships often cause stress as well, whereas pets may be less likely to cause stress. The social
support provided by a pet might also encourage more social interactions with people, reducing
feelings of isolation or loneliness. For example, walking with a dog has been found to increase social
interaction, especially with strangers, compared to walking without a dog.
Among elderly people, pet ownership might also be an important source of social support that
enhances well-being. In one study, elderly individuals that had a dog or cat were better able to
perform certain physical activities deemed “activities of daily living,” such as the ability to climb
stairs; bend, kneel, or stoop; take medication; prepare meals; and bathe and dress oneself. There
were not significant differences between dog and cat owners in their abilities to perform these
activities. Neither the length of time of having a dog or cat nor the level of attachment to the animal
influenced performance abilities. Companion animals did not seem to have an impact on
psychological health but researchers suggested that a care-taking role may give older individuals a
sense of responsibility and purpose that contributes to their overall well-being.
As is true with any relationship, some human-pet relationships are likely to be more rewarding than
others. Some people are more attached to their pets than others and those feelings could influence
the impact of the pet on the person’s health. Other factors such as gender and marital status may
play a role. For example, one study found that dog ownership was associated with lower rates of
depression among women, but not men, and among single individuals but not married people. So,
while pet ownership might have a positive impact on well-being for some people, it does not affect
everyone the same way.
Csiszar, A., Jakab, F., Valencak, T.G., Lanszki, Z., Tóth, G.E., Kemenesi, G., Tarantini, S., FazekasPongor, V. & Ungvari, Z. 2020.
“Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) is a highly contagious infectious disease caused by the novel
severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2). From the epidemiological data, the
picture emerges that the more severe etiopathologies among COVID-19 patients are found in elderly
people. The risk of death due to COVID-19 increases exponentially with age. Eight out of 10 COVID19 related deaths occur in people older than 65 years of age. Older patients with comorbid
conditions such as hypertension, heart failure, diabetes mellitus, asthma, chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease, and cancer have a much higher case fatality rate. Governments and public health
authorities all over the world have realized that protections of vulnerable older adults should be a
priority during the COVID-19 pandemic. COVID-19 is a zoonotic disease. The SARS-CoV-2 virus was
originally transmitted likely from a bat or a pangolin to humans. Recent evidence suggests that SARSCoV-2, similar to other coronaviruses, can infect several species of animals, including companion
animals such as dogs, cats, and ferrets although their viral loads remain low. While the main source
of infection transmission therefore is human to human, there are a few rare cases of pets
contracting the infection from a SARS-CoV-2-infected human. Although there is no evidence that
pets actively transmit SARS-CoV-2 via animal-to-human transmission, senior pet ownership
Researched and Authored by Prof Michael C Herbst
[D Litt et Phil (Health Studies); D N Ed; M Art et Scien; B A Cur; Dip Occupational Health; Dip Genetic Counselling; Diagnostic
Radiographer; Dip Audiometry and Noise Measurement; Medical Ethicist]
Reviewed by: Dr Georgina Crewe [BVSc; M Sc], Veterinary Surgeon; Electron Radiation Therapist (Linear Accelerator)
Approved by Ms Elize Joubert, Chief Executive Officer [BA Social Work (cum laude); MA Social Work]
April 2021
Page 2

potentially may pose a small risk to older adults by (1) potentially enabling animal-to-human
transmission of SARS-CoV-2 in the most vulnerable population and (2) by increasing the exposition
risk for the elderly due to the necessity to care for the pet and, in the case of dogs, to take them
outside the house several times per day. In this overview, the available evidence on SARS-CoV-2
infection in pets is considered and the potential for spread of COVID-19 from companion animals to
older individuals and the importance of prevention are discussed.”
Hughes, M.J., Verryenne, M-L., Harpur, P. & Pachana, N.A. 2020.
Objectives: . The aim of this systematic literature review (SLR) was to investigate the effect of
companion animals (whether simply as pets or used in more formal intervention approaches) on the
physical and mental health of older adults (aged 60+).
Methods: . The reviewers identified key search terms and conducted a systematic search of the
PsycINFO and PubMed databases. The 70 articles reviewed were evaluated through tabular and
thematic analysis.
Results: . In 52 of the studies examined, companion animals positively contributed to the mental
and/or physical health of older adults. With respect to mental health, involvement with a companion
animal improved participant quality of life and effectively attenuated symptoms of depression,
anxiety, cognitive impairment, and the behavioral and psychiatric symptoms of dementia (BPSD). In
relation to physical health, marked increases in physical activity and improvements in blood pressure
and heart rate variability were the only consistent physical health improvements observed from
companion animal interactions.
Conclusions: . Animal companionship can benefit the mental and physical health of older adults,
although more and better controlled research on this topic is required.
Clinical implications: . Use of companion animals has the potential to be an effective treatment or
adjunct therapy to improve the health status and quality of life of older individuals.
Chan, M.M. & Rico, G.T. 2019.
“"Can I keep my dog while receiving chemotherapy?" "Can my cat sleep on my bed while I'm on
treatment?" "What precautions should I take with my pets in order to avoid infections?"" I read that
my dog could give me breast cancer, is that true?" "Do you have assistance therapy dogs at your
chemotherapy day unit?" These are not uncommon questions from cancer patients in
oncology/haematology consultation rooms. The answers to these questions however, are widely
unknown among physicians. Pet ownership is thought to provide patients with both emotional and
physical health benefits. However, owning pets may also pose health risks to immunocompromised
patients through zoonotic transmission of disease. Some studies have also suggested that the
ownership of domestic pets may increase the risk of developing some cancers. But what is the
evidence behind these claims? This paper presents the results of a literature review of a variety of
scientific literature about pet ownership as a potential risk factor for suffering cancer, zoonotic
diseases and the immunocompromised, and animal-assisted-therapy in cancer patients.”

Dogs, Cats and Cancer
Cancer can strike every organ in the body, and each different type of cancer carries a different
prognosis and requires a different treatment. That is because, although many individuals tend to
lump all cancers into the same basket, each one is a separate disease. That is true when one looks at
cancers within the same species (such as all human cancers or all canine or feline cancers) or when
one starts comparing the same kind of cancer across species (such as skin cancer in humans and
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canines). In this Fact Sheet, readers will find a brief look at how cancers that are important in people
usually manifest differently in pets.
[Picture Credit: Dogs, Cats & Cancer]

According to the South African National Cancer
Registry (NCR), an organisation that tracks
cancer diagnoses and outcomes among
humans, the top five cancers in humans are
breast cancer in women; prostate cancer in
men; and then lung, colorectal and skin cancer
in both sexes. That is not surprising, since
doctors are likely always talking about various
screening tests, such as the mammogram or
colonoscopy, or about the risks of cigarette
smoking or not wearing sunscreen, whereas these do not necessarily apply to pets.
There is no national South African organisation that tallies the occurrence of cancer in pets like the
South African National Cancer Registry does for humans, but veterinarians know that the top cancers
one should worry about in one’s pet are very different from those one should worry about for
oneself. One will not hear a recommendation, for example, of a screening colonoscopy for one’s
curly-coated retriever or a PSA (Prostate Specific Antigen) test for one’s Persian cat. That is because
colorectal and prostate cancers are very uncommon in pets. Since pets do not smoke, lung cancer is
also uncommon. But there are other cancers that are common in both pets and people. This Fact
Sheet will take a look at some of the animal cancers that top the list of veterinarian worries.
Below are signs to look out for in one’s pets that top the list of veterinarians:
Bleeding or discharge from any place on the body – bleeding could come from places such as the
mouth, eyes or nose, or in the urine or faeces. There may be an innocent explanation, such as
cystitis or colitis, but these conditions also need treatment.
Change in urination or defecation habits – it may be caused by anxiety or stress because of changes
in the pet’s environment (like having moved to a new home) or it may be something more serious.
Whatever the cause – it requires a veterinarian‘s attention.
Sores that do not heal – any sore should be treated immediately to prevent it from getting infected.
If the sore does not heal within a few days, the pet should be referred to a veterinarian for
attention.
Bad smell from the mouth or body - give your pet a good sniff over to try and localise the smell.
Sometimes a hidden tumour, such as a melanoma in the mouth, is not easy to see but it may
become infected and start to smell. Of course, there are other common infections that also smell
and are usually not serious (but do need treatment). It is a good idea that if one detects a bad smell
from the mouth or body of your dog or cat, one should check in with a veterinarian about it.
Difficulty chewing or swallowing – it is not natural for a pet to have difficulty in chewing and/or
swallowing. A veterinarian is best qualified to determine and treat the cause.
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Loss of energy or a reluctance to exercise – healthy pets are usually active unless they are enjoying a
bit of sunshine. In the event of loss of energy or a reluctance to exercise, one should suspect that
something is amiss. Pets cannot talk and the best way to determine the cause is to take them to a
veterinarian.
Loss of appetite - there are multiple causes of poor appetite, ranging all the way from a change of
diet or food the pet does not like, to kidney disease or cancer.
Weight loss - any weight loss should trigger a trip to the veterinarian, but this is especially important
if the dog or cat seems dull, lacking in energy, and generally not itself. Symptoms tend to develop
gradually with a slow loss of appetite and loss of body condition. This is also reflected in the pet
taking less care of itself, and grooming less. This lack of proper grooming leads to a dull coat.
Sometimes the pet may also vomit on and off. Take careful note of the pet’s bowel movements, as
this can give the veterinarian vital clues to what is going on.
Swellings or lumps that enlarge – any lump or swelling that has not been there before, should be
investigated, especially so if it enlarges
Lameness or stiffness - A dog or cat can become lame for many reasons, ranging from a simple
sprain or a cut pad all the way to cancer. Take your pet to the veterinarian if it has any lameness, as
limping is a sign of pain. He/she should be able to determine what the cause of the pain is.
Bone cancers, such as osteosarcoma, are acutely painful and the dog may be in discomfort when you
touch the area. The area may be swollen and feel hot to the touch.
Signs associated with bone cancer also include restlessness (as though in a lot of discomfort), a low
grade lameness that gets worse rather than better, and loss of appetite.
There are actually many causes of lameness, and a veterinarian will need to examine the cat or dog
to discover why he/she is limping or not using the leg properly
Causes of limping in dogs and cats
• Muscle sprain or strain
• Contusion/bruise
• Tendonitis: inflammation of a tendon
• Myositis: inflammation of the muscle
• Nerve injury
▪ To a nerve in the affected limb, e.g., radial nerve paralysis
▪ Diskospondylitis
• Joint disease
▪ Dysplasia, e.g., hip
▪ Arthritis/degenerative joint disease
▪ Luxated joint: the joint is out of its socket, most commonly the hip
▪ Infections, e.g., calicivirus (in cats)
▪ Immune-mediated, e.g., progressive polyarthritis
• Bone disease
▪ Cancer
▪ Fracture
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•

•
•
•
•
•

Injury to the foot
▪ Broken nail
▪ Laceration
▪ Burn
▪ Diseases of the pad
▪ Foreign body: piece of metal, plant material, etc.
Snakebite or other animal bite
Metabolic diseases
▪ Diabetes
Continuous coughing
Difficulty in breathing
Changes in behaviour or character. Brain tumours can induce changes in behaviour that are
quite marked. Your dog may develop an unusual habit, nervous tick, or even seizures. If it
starts to bump into things, lose its balance, or have difficulty in walking in a straight line as
this could indicate a neurological abnormality

Bergman, P.J. 2019.
“The enhanced understanding of immunology experienced over the last 4 decades afforded through
the tools of molecular biology has recently translated into cancer immunotherapy becoming one of
the most exciting and rapidly expanding fields. Human cancer immunotherapy is now recognized as
one of the pillars of treatment alongside surgery, radiation, and chemotherapy. The field of
veterinary cancer immunotherapy has also rapidly advanced in the last decade with a handful of
commercially available products and a plethora of investigational cancer immunotherapies that will
hopefully expand the veterinary oncology treatment toolkit over time.”
Tumielewicz, K.L., Hudak, D., Kin, J., Hunley, D.W. & Murphy, L.A. 2019.
“Oncological emergencies can occur at any time during the course of a malignancy and need to be
recognized promptly to maximize successful outcomes. Emergencies are characterized as
chemotherapy-induced, paraneoplastic syndromes, or directly related to the neoplasm. Prompt
identification with treatment of these emergencies can prolong survival and improve quality of life,
even in the setting of terminal illness. This review aims to educate the reader on the
pathophysiology, clinical presentation and treatment of some of these emergencies, and to review
the current veterinary literature to help educate veterinarians in primary and tertiary facilities to
know how to diagnose and treat these serious conditions.”

Pet Vaccination: Cats and Dogs
Like people, pets need vaccines. And pet vaccinations, like those for humans, may sometimes
require a booster to keep them effective. The best way to stay on schedule with vaccinations for
one’s dog or cat is to follow the recommendations of a trusted veterinarian.
Vaccinations protect your pet from several highly contagious diseases such as canine distemper,
parvovirus infection and respiratory tract infections. It also protects against transmissible diseases
such as rabies that also pose a risk to humans. Vaccination will not cure a pet that is already sick.
Only healthy pets should be vaccinated. A veterinarian or a veterinary nurse administers vaccines.
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Vaccines used for the protection of pets are currently divided into core vaccines and non-core
vaccines. The former are vaccines that should be given to all pets in all regions because they protect
against diseases that are widespread and have serious effects. Non-core vaccines are only given
strategically when a particular disease is prevalent in an area or when circumstances predispose to
the appearance of the disease. Non-core vaccines are only administered after discussion with your
veterinarian to evaluate the risks.
Many vaccines can be given to pets as young as 6 weeks old, so talk to a veterinarian about setting
up the best vaccination schedule for your cat or dog, kitten or puppy.

Vaccination Programme for Dogs
Basic vaccination programme for dogs
• First vaccination at 8–9 weeks
• Second vaccination at 11–12 weeks; includes the first RABIES vaccination
• Re-vaccinate at 14–16 weeks; includes the second RABIES vaccination
• Re-vaccinate at one year of age
• Re-vaccinate every 3 years, including RABIES
[Picture Credit: Vaccination Dog]

Core vaccines for dogs
• Canine distemper
• Canine adenovirus infections
• Canine parvovirus infection
• Rabies
Non-core vaccines for dogs
• Leptospirosis
• Kennel cough
• Canine coronavirus
• Canine herpesvirus

Vaccination Programme for Cats
Basic vaccination programme for cats
• First vaccination at 8 weeks of age
• Re-vaccinate at 12 weeks of age; includes RABIES vaccination
• Re-vaccinate at 16 weeks in environments with high infection pressure or in breeding
catteries. If not applicable, only give the second RABIES vaccination
• Re-vaccinate at one year of age
• Repeat every three years, including RABIES
Core vaccines for cats
• Feline panleukopenia
• Feline herpesvirus infection
• Feline calicivirus infection
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•

Rabies

None-core vaccines for cats
• Chlamydiosis
• Feline leukaemia
• Feline immunodeficiency virus
[Picture Credit: Vaccination Cat]

Common Cancers in Dogs
Cancer. Even the word is terrifying. It causes images of loved ones slowly wasting away while going
through seemingly endless rounds of
treatment, tempered only by the hope of
recovery. From portrayals in popular media
and possibly even through witnessing it in
our own friends and family members, we
have a pretty good idea about what cancer
looks like in people - but what about dogs?

[Picture Credit: Dogs]

That’s right. As horrible as it is to think about, a furry, four-legged companion can potentially suffer
from cancer just like humans can. In order to help prevent cancer in dogs and catch it as early as
possible, there are several things that one should know.

Dog cancer: common types
Just as there are many different types of cancer that people can suffer from, it is also possible for
dogs to contract cancer in a number of ways.

Bone cancer - the most common type of bone cancer in dogs is osteosarcoma, which typically affects
older, large-breed dogs and involves abnormal bone production. This incredibly aggressive disease
can be treated, but almost all dogs who suffer from it eventually succumb to it.

Mast Cell Tumours (Squamous Cell Carcinoma [SCC]) – mostly due to excessive exposure to UV
radiation from the sun with little ozone protection due to the effects of global warming, It is not
uncommon for dogs to get mast cell tumours (MCTs), where cells create nodular skin tumours.
Usually, these degenerate and can cause ulcers or lesions, but sometimes MCTs become malignant
and spread. Alternatively, if you find a firm mass on your dog’s chest, mouth, or legs, it is possible
that it might be a soft tissue sarcoma — tumours that appear in the connective tissue and commonly
affect older, larger dogs. Fifty percent (50%) of dogs are treated for SCC, 26% Mesenchymal (soft
tissue sarcomas) and 24% MCTs.
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Dogs have little pigmentation and hair on their abdomens,
ears and face, for example, Bull terriers, Jack Russells and
Great Danes are particularly vulnerable.
[Picture Credit: Dog Lycra Body Suit]

Lymphoma - this type of cancer is the most common in all of
veterinary medicine and involves the lymph tissue. Often
vets have to treat the liver, spleen, lymph nodes, and even
the bone marrow if the disease progresses too far.

Mouth and throat cancer - various types of cancerous tumours may appear in your dog’s mouth and
throat. Aggressive treatment is required to eliminate them.

Haemangiosarcoma - also known as blood vessel cancer, this starts in the lining of blood vessels and
can spread to the skin, liver, heart, spleen, and more. Male and female dogs are equally likely to
contract it as they age.

Breast cancer - over half of all cancerous tumours in female dogs are mammary tumours, which
makes breast cancer the most common type for females. To put this in perspective, breast cancer is
three times more common in dogs than in people. Female dogs are more likely to suffer from breast
cancer if they were never spayed or were spayed after their first heat cycle, if they eat diets high in
meat, and if they are overweight and more than a year old. It also seems to be more common in
German shepherds, pointers, English springer spaniels, and miniature and toy poodles.

Signs to Look Out for in One’s Dog
Signs of dog cancer to watch out for - pet owners should keep an eye out for the following signs that
may indicate your dog is suffering from some form of dog cancer:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Trouble urinating of defaecating
Swelling
Bad breath
Lameness that comes on suddenly
Stools that are tarry and black
Sores that don’t seem to go away
Lumps
Sudden weight loss
Loss of appetite
Difficulty breathing
Abnormal discharge (from anywhere on the body)
Loss of energy/sudden lethargy
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Treatment options for cancer in dogs - cancer in dogs can be treated in many of the same ways that
human cancer is treated. It really depends on two things: what type of cancer the dog is suffering
from, and what stage the cancer is at. If one believes one’s dog may have cancer, take them to a
veterinarian immediately and ask him/her to explain all the treatment options so that you can make
an informed decision. They may suggest a number of different treatment options:
•
•
•
•

Surgery
Chemotherapy
Radiation therapy
Immunotherapy

If one decides not to have one’s dog go through treatment, it is still possible to offer them pain relief
and other kinds of palliative care to ease their discomfort. The most important thing is to have them
examined by a veterinarian so one knows what is going on and understand one’s options.

Common Cancers in Cats
Although cancer is not as common in cats as
it is in dogs, it still affects a number of feline
friends. And because cats have a tendency
to mask illnesses, it can be harder to detect.
This often leads to later diagnoses and more
difficult and costly treatments.
[Picture Credit: Cats]

Cancer in cats is less common than cancer in dogs. It is probably half the rate that one sees in dogs.
But when seen in cats, it tends to be a more aggressive form.

Acute Leukaemias in Cats (Lymphoid and Myeloid) - acute leukaemia is a systemic cancer
characterised by the infiltration of immature lymphocytes or myelocytes (two types of white blood
cells) in the bone marrow (and commonly in the liver and spleen as well). Patients with acute
leukaemia are typically quite ill due to their disease. Affected animals are typically young (less than 5
years of age). There is a male gender predilection in some studies.
What are the common signs of this cancer?
•
•
•
•

Patients will have variable degrees of anaemia (low red cell count), thrombocytopenia (low
platelet count), and neutropenia (low neutrophil count - a type of white blood cell)
Clinical signs in patients with acute leukaemia are usually severe due to the level of bone
marrow suppression
Affected cats typically have a history of weight loss, excessive drinking and urination, loss
of appetite, and lethargy
Findings on physical examination can include signs of haemorrhage (bleeding), enlargement
of the spleen and liver, and lymph node enlargement
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Feline Lymphoma - lymphoma accounts for one-third of all malignancies in cats and occurs in various
primary anatomic sites, such as the gastrointestinal tract, kidneys, mediastinum (chest cavity) and
spleen. Unlike in dogs with lymphoma, cats generally do not present with generalised peripheral
lymph node enlargement.
The occurrence of feline lymphoma has been strongly associated with infection by the feline
leukaemia virus (FeLV) and certain strains of the feline immunodeficiency virus (FIV) although over
the last 10 years, the use of testing and vaccination has dramatically reduced the incidence of FeLV
infection.
A combination of 5 chemotherapy drugs is reported to be the most effective method to treat most
types of lymphoma in cats. Radiation therapy and surgery, along with chemotherapy, are used to
treat the more localised forms of lymphoma (such as intra-nasal or ocular). Treatment goals are to
improve quality of life by achieving remission with minimal toxicity and side effects from the drugs.
What are the common signs of this cancer?
•

•

The signs of lymphoma are often correlated with the area of involvement - the
gastrointestinal tract, the mediastinum, the lymphatic organs (lymph nodes, liver, spleen
and/or bone marrow), kidneys, the eye (ocular form), the central nervous system, the nasal
cavity, the skin and other areas.
Signs can include weight loss, vomiting, anorexia (loss of appetite), lethargy (loss of energy
level), diarrhoea, excessive thirst, or a mass that is felt in the abdomen

Feline Mammary Gland Tumours - mammary tumours are the third most common tumour type seen
in cats, and they account for approximately 20% of cancer in the female cat. These tumours arise
from the mammary (breast) tissue and are typically malignant (invasive with a high chance of
spreading). Most mammary tumours in cats are classified as adenocarcinomas. About 85% of
mammary tumours in cats are malignant; meaning they are very invasive to the surrounding tissues
and have a high rate of spreading to other areas of the body. Mammary cancer is often a disease of
middle aged to older cats, with Siamese cats having a higher risk.
What are the common signs of this cancer?
•

The first sign of this type of cancer may be a fluid filled or firm lump associated with the
mammary gland, or discharge originating from the nipple. These masses do not tend to be
painful but can be associated with increased grooming behaviour if discharge is present.

Feline Mast Cell Tumours - mast cells are a type of normal white blood cell and are part of the
immune system. Mast cell tumours (MCT) comprise about 20% of all cutaneous (skin) tumours in
the cat. These tumours can be benign (not cancerous) or malignant (cancerous and able to spread to
other parts of the body). Ninety-five percent (95%) of cats are treated for Squamous Cell Carcinoma
(SCC), and 5% ‘other’ cancers. Cats with pink noses/ears and around the eyes are at great risk.
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Cats are nocturnal, so one can keep them in a
room during the daytime with a UV clear block on
the window. The picture on the left shows a cat
basking in the sun (no UV radiation from the sun)
because of UV filter on the window.
[Picture Credit: Cat Protected By UV Filter]

Over 90% of MCTs that occur in the skin of cats are
benign while visceral (occurring in internal organs)
MCTs may behave more aggressively. This disease
is seen mostly in middle-aged cats, and Siamese
cats appear to be predisposed to getting this
disease.
What are the common signs of this cancer?
•

•

If a cat suffers from cutaneous (skin) MCT, one may notice small, firm, raised, hairless
nodules on the head, neck, trunk, limbs, or other sites on the cat. They can intermittently be
itchy or red and self-trauma can cause ulceration. If a mass is manipulated or “bothered”, a
local allergic reaction can ensue, and one may notice significant redness and wheal
formation in the area of the tumour. This is due to the release of histamine and other
inflammatory substances. Typically cats with skin MCT are otherwise healthy and show no
signs of systemic illness.
Cats with the visceral, or disseminated, form of MCT (involving an internal organ or multiple
organs) may show signs of systemic illness. They can be depressed, anorexic (loss of
appetite), show weight loss, and vomiting. This visceral type is much more common in cats in
comparison to dogs.

Feline Oral Squamous Cell Carcinoma - squamous cell carcinoma (SCC) is the most common oral
tumour in cats. It can be extremely invasive (invading the bone of the jaw) but do not tend to
metastasise (spread to other areas of the body) very rapidly.
What are the common signs of this cancer?
•

Most cats present with a mass in the mouth that may be ulcerated (an open and bleeding
wound). The pet may experience increased salivation, dropping food out of the mouth when
eating, facial swelling, weight loss, bad breath, pain, and/or a bloody nose.

Intestinal Adenocarcinomas in Cats - adenocarcinomas are one of the three most common tumours
that arise in the gastrointestinal tract (stomach, duodenum, jejunum, ileum and colon) of cats - the
other two being lymphoma and mast cell tumours. These tumours typically occur in older cats and
there is a male predilection. Both Siamese cats and Domestic Shorthair cats have been reported to
have a higher incidence of this disease.
What are the common signs of this cancer?
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•
•

The most common signs are vomiting, weight loss and anorexia (loss of appetite). The
vomitus or stool may contain blood.
Abdominal distension or a palpable mass in the abdomen may also be detected.

Vaccine Associated Fibrosarcomas in Cats - vaccine associated fibrosarcomas (VAS) are tumours of
connective tissue that develop at sites of previous vaccinations. Vaccine associated fibrosarcomas
(VAS) are thought to develop in 1:1 000 to 1:10 000 cases. The time it takes for a tumour to develop
after a vaccine can be anywhere from 4 months to over 10 years. These tumours typically behave in
a very aggressive fashion. These tumours can extend up to 5 cm beyond the margins of the tumour
and there is evidence of metastasis (disease that has spread) at diagnosis in approximately 12% of
the cases.
These tumours invade through tissue planes sending out projections of tumour cells much like the
roots of a tree. Due to this fact, complete surgical excision can be difficult and the mass that is visible
on the skin is usually only the “tip of the iceberg” as there can be a significant amount of disease
below the surface. VAS are more locally aggressive (30-70% recurrence rates) and systemically
aggressive (~25% metastatic rate) than fibrosarcomas that are not caused by vaccinations.
What are the common signs of this cancer?
• Patients are often asymptomatic (show no clinical signs) aside from a mass that is noticed by
the owner
• Clinical signs such as pain or limping can occur depending on the size and location of the
mass
• These tumours can also become open and ulcerated with bleeding and infection is possible
Treatment options for cancer in cats - cancer in cats can be treated in many of the same ways that
human cancer is treated.
It really depends on two things:
• what type of cancer the cat is suffering from
• what stage the cancer is at
If one believes one’s cat may have cancer, take them to a veterinarian immediately and ask him/her
to explain all the treatment options so that you can make an informed decision.. They may suggest a
number of different treatment options:
•
•
•
•

Surgery
Chemotherapy
Radiation therapy
Immunotherapy

If one decides not to have one’s cat go through treatment, it is still possible to offer them pain relief
and other kinds of palliative care to ease their discomfort. The most important thing is to have them
examined by a veterinarian so one knows what is going on and understand one’s options.
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The Practical Application of Electron Radiotherapy as a Cancer Treatment for Dogs and Cats
Linear accelerator radiation machines cost R30 million and produce electrons or photons. Electrons
penetrate the skin to a depth of 4/5 cm. Practically, this means that tumours that one can see and
feel can be treated with electrons. The electrons suffice for cutaneous tumours and tumours found
in the muscles of the limbs and trunk. Primary tumours that might metastasise are usually treated
together with the closest lymph node as a prophylactic measure.
Photons are usually used for human cancers and can penetrate very deeply into the body. Very
expensive imaging is necessary for photon radiation therapy and a dedicated animal linear
accelerator machine would be necessary if internal organs were to be treated with photons,
consequently this kind of radiation is rarely used in South Africa by veterinarians.
Before choosing electron radiation as treatment the following facts must be considered:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

the type of cancer
its sensitivity to radiation
location
size
stage
prognosis, and
cost.
[Picture Credit: Crewe, 2015]

Dividing cancer cells are more sensitive to radiation than
normal dividing cells.
The treatment is therefore designed to kill off the cancer
cells while giving a reasonable number of healthy cells a
chance to survive and recover. Different kinds of cancers
have different sensitivities to radiation, the broad categories are determined by the rate of their
cells’ normal life cycle.

• High:
• Moderate:

Cells of haemopoietic (Mast Cell Tumour) and lymphoid origin.
Cells of epithelial origin (carcinomas).

Fractionated low dose radiation is extremely important for tumour consolidation. The damaged DNA
that you do not hit today hopefully will be undergoing mitosis at the next treatment.

The clinical application of radiation - during the last fourteen years more than 1 500 clinical cases
referred by veterinarians for radiation therapy have been treated. Some of these cases have been
treated pre-operation, others post-operation and some both pre- and post-surgery. There is a 50/50
ratio dogs to cats.
The clinical cases recorded in this study of dogs show:
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•
•
•

50% Squamous cell carcinoma (SCC)
26% Mesenchymal Cell Tumour (sarcomas)
24% Mast Cell Tumour (MCT)

The clinical cases recorded in this study of cats show:
•
•

95% SCC
5% “others”.

These figures may serve as useful pointers to other veterinarians. Although there is no pain associate
with electron radiation, the animals do have to be immobilised for the duration of the treatment (12 minutes), after which the sedation is reversed.
(Crewe, 2015).

The Next Cancer Walk
Everyone knows someone whose life has been affected by cancer. These are the individuals we love:
our grandmothers, grandfathers, mothers, fathers, daughters, sons, spouses, sisters, brothers, and
our best friends.
[Picture Credit: Cancer Walk]

When planning or participating in a next Cancer Walk,
take your dog companion with you to show your
support for cancer and at the same time, to make
everyone else aware of the importance and value of
having a Pet Companion.

Foods that are Dangerous for Cats and Dogs
There are many things that humans like to eat and that are good for humans, however, they may not
be good for your dog or cat. Some human foods can cause serious illness (and even death) in dogs
and cats. Pets should not be given human food unless recommended by your veterinarian. If you
suspect your pet may have eaten a dangerous food, contact your veterinarian immediately.

Garlic and Onion (Allium species) - Many people love the flavours of garlic and onion to spice up
their food, but giving garlic and onion to your pet can cause dog and cat health problems. In severe
cases, it could even kill your pet. Toxicity can occur whether the products are fresh, cooked or in a
dried/powdered form such as in spices.
Let’s take a look at the dangers of feeding garlic, onion and similar products to your pet. If you
suspect your pet has eaten them, contact your veterinarian right away before the clinical signs
develop.
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The Allium species of plants is where the toxicity lies. These plants include garlic, onions, leeks,
scallions, chives and shallots. If your pet eats one of these products, red blood cells can be damaged,
resulting in the cells not being able to carry oxygen. Ingestion can also cause anaemia (low red blood
cell count) and, in severe cases, the anaemia may lead to internal organ damage, organ failure or
even death.
Cats are more susceptible to onion/garlic toxicity than dogs.
Signs and symptoms of toxicity include:
Lethargy
• Weakness
• Ataxia (lack of muscle coordination)
• Pale gums
• Red or brown discoloured urine
• Hyper-salivation
• Occasional vomiting and/or diarrhoea
[Picture Credit: Garlic and Onion]

Alcohol – Pets can often get into alcohol through
uncommon sources, like unbaked dough or rum-soaked
desserts. Alcohol can give one’s dog or cat low blood sugar and low body temperature. It can end in
coma or seizures.
[Picture Credit: Alcohol]

Signs of alcohol poisoning:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

neurological depression
hypothermia (low body temperature)
hypotension (low blood pressure
vomiting
diarrhoea
decreased coordination
difficulty breathing
tremor
abnormal blood acidity
seizures
respiratory failure.

Alcohol was declared a Group 1 cancer causing agent by the International Agency for Research on
Cancer (IARC) in the 1980s.

Avocado - Avocadoscontain persin. Persin is fine for humans who are not allergic to it. But too much
might be poisonous to dogs. If one grows avocados at home, keep the dog away from the plants. Persin is
in the leaves, seed, and bark, as well as the fruit.
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Persimmons, Peaches and Plums - The problem with these fruits is the seeds or pits. Seeds from
persimmons can cause problems in a dog's small intestine. It can also block the intestines. That can also
happen if a dog eats the pit from a peach or plum. Peach and plum pits also contain cyanide, which is
poisonous to people and dogs. People know not to eat them. Dogs do not.

Raw eggs - Some people feed their dogs a "raw diet" that includes uncooked eggs. The major veterinary
medical associations do not think that it is a good idea. There is the chance of food poisoning from
bacteria like salmonella or E coli. Talk to a veterinarian if there are any questions in this regard. There is a
protein in raw egg whites, called avidin, which could interfere with the absorption of the B vitamin biotin.
This can cause skin problems as well as problems with the pet’s coat.

Raw Meat and Fish - raw meat and fish can have bacteria that causes food poisoning. Some fish such as
salmon, trout, shad, or sturgeon can also have a parasite that causes "fish disease" or "salmon poisoning
disease”. It is treatable, but get help right away. The first signs are vomiting, fever, and big lymph nodes.
Fully cook all fish to kill the parasite.

Salt – It is not a good idea to share salty foods like chips or pretzels with one’s dog. Eating too much salt
can make the dog seriously thirsty. That means a lot of trips to the fire hydrant and it could lead to
sodium ion poisoning. Symptoms of too much salt include vomiting, diarrhoea, depression, tremors, high
temperature, and seizures. It may even cause death.

Medication for Humans - Pets should not take human medicine. It can make them very sick. Just as one
does for your kids, keep all medicines out of reach of pets. And, never give a pet any over-the-counter
medicine unless a veterinarian tells one to do so. Ingredients such as acetaminophen or ibuprofen are
common in pain relievers and cold medicine and, they can be deadly for pets.

Caffeine – Humans continue to drink and use more and more caffeine, making pets more frequently
exposed to this dangerous chemical. There are several sources of caffeine in the house: in coffee,
coffee grounds, tea, soda, energy drinks, weightlifter supplements, OTC pills, and diet pills.
Theobromine, a cousin chemical to caffeine is also found in chocolate.
Dogs and cats appear to be more sensitive to the effects of caffeine than people. While 1-2 laps of
coffee, tea or soda will not contain enough caffeine to cause poisoning in most pets, the ingestion of
moderate amounts of coffee grounds, tea bags or 1-2 diet pills can easily cause death in small dogs
or cats.
When ingested, clinical signs of hyperactivity, restlessness,
vomiting, an elevated heart rate, hypertension (elevated
blood pressure), abnormal heart rhythms, tremors,
hyperthermia (elevated body temperature), seizures,
collapse and death may be seen.
[Picture Credit: Caffeine]

Common signs to watch for:
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Hyperactivity
Restlessness
Vomiting
Elevated heart rate
Hypertension (elevated blood pressure)
Abnormal heart rhythms
Tremors
Hyperthermia (elevated body temperature)
Seizures
Collapse
Death

Chocolate – Most pet owners
recognise that chocolate is very
toxic for their dogs or cats. The
darker the chocolate, the more
dangerous it can be, because it
has
more
caffeine
and
theobromine.
[Picture Credit: Chocolates]

Cats and chocolates - although they are not normally as curious about people foods as dogs are, cat
(and kittens in particular) can sometimes eat things they are not supposed to eat, including
chocolate. Derived from the roasted seeds of the cacao plant, certain properties in chocolate can be
toxic to cats when they are ingested, specifically, caffeine and theobromine. Eating these ingredients
can lead to a number of medical complications—some of which may be serious—in your cat. Learn
more about the symptoms and treatment of chocolate poisoning in cats, below.
If one’s cat is experiencing chocolate poisoning, it may have one of the following symptoms:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Vomiting
Diarrhoea
Increased body temperature
Increased reflex responses
Muscle rigidity
Rapid breathing
Increased heart rate
Low blood pressure
Seizures

Advanced signs (cardiac failure, weakness, and coma)
These symptoms will vary based on the amount and type of chocolate that is ingested and can
influence the severity of the condition. Varieties of chocolate that can be especially poisonous to
cats are milk chocolate, semi-sweet chocolate and baking chocolate.
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One’s dog ate chocolate ... Now what? - Typically, one’s dog will vomit on its own. If not, a
veterinarian might want one to give it hydrogen peroxide to make it throw up - 1 tablespoon for
every 10kg bodyweight. One can use a medicine dropper to give it the liquid. Once the dog vomits,
do not give it any food or water.
If one thinks that one’s dog ate chocolate, do not wait for warning signs. These can take 6 to 12
hours to show up.
Symptoms include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Extreme thirst
Diarrhoea
Too much energy
Pacing
Panting
Shaking
Seizures

The stimulants in chocolate stay in the body a long time. In severe cases, symptoms can last up to 72
hours.

Grapes and Raisins – Both grapes and raisins can cause
acute kidney failure in dogs and some cats. Owners should
keep these out of reach in every form, including raisin
bagels or grape juice.
[Picture Credit: Grapes and Raisins]

Although the toxic substance within grapes and raisins is
unknown, until more information is known about the toxic
substance, it is best to avoid feeding grapes and raisins to dogs and cats.

Mushrooms – Not all mushrooms are toxic. However, wild muschrooms can be a gastrointestinal
irritant, others can be hallucinogenic for a pet, and some can cause acute liver failure and death.
[Picture Credit: Wild Mushrooms]

Sugar-Free Foods (Xylitol) – Xylitol is a naturally occurring
substance that is widely used as a sugar substitute. Chemically, it
is a sugar alcohol, and in nature it is found in berries, plums, corn,
oats, mushrooms, lettuce, trees, and some other hardwood trees
and fruits.
Commercially, most xylitol is extracted from corn fibre, birch
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trees, hardwood trees and other vegetable material. Although it has been used as a sugar substitute
for decades, its popularity has increased dramatically in the last few years.
The natural sugar substitute Xylitol can be very dangerous for dogs. It can cause a drop in blood
sugar and potential liver damage.
Symptoms of xylitol toxicity develop rapidly, usually within 15-30 minutes of consumption. Signs of
hypoglycaemia may include any or all of the following:
[Picture Credit: Xylitol]

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Vomiting
Weakness
Incoordination or difficulty walking or standing (walking like drunk)
Depression or lethargy
Tremors
Seizures
Coma

In severe cases, the dog may develop seizures or liver failure. Dogs that develop liver failure from
xylitol poisoning often show signs of hypoglycaemia.
Xylitol is toxic to animals. In cats it can prompt a sudden release of insulin, resulting in low blood
sugar, a condition known as hypoglycaemia. Signs that your cat may have swallowed a product
containing xylitol include a sudden lack of coordination, vomiting, lethargy and, eventually, seizures
and possibly coma. Ultimately a cat that eats xylitol may end up with liver failure, resulting in death.

Macadamia Nuts – Macadamia nuts are the fruit of the trees of Macadamia
integrifolia and Macadamia tetraphylla. These trees are indigenous to Madagascar and Australia.
They were introduced into Hawaii and California about 100 years ago. Symptoms usually start within
3-12 hours of ingesting the nuts, and tend to resolve over 24 hours.
The toxic dose is equal to 10 grams per pound of body weight.
Macadamia nuts can cause weakness, depression, vomiting, tremors
and hyperthermia in dogs. Signs usually appear within 12 hours of
ingestion and can last approximately 12 to 48 hours.
[Picture Credit: Macadamia Nuts]

Signs Include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Lethargy
Vomiting
Hyperthermia (fever)
Ataxia or hind-limb paresis
Tremors
Abdominal pain
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•
•
•

Lameness
Joint stiffness
Pale mucous membranes.

Signs usually appear within 12 hours of ingestion and can last approximately 12 to 48 hours.

If One Must Have One’s Pet Companion Put to Sleep
Now that you’ve made the hard - but humane - choice to put an aging or ill pet to sleep, one may have
questions:
•
•
•

Will it hurt?
Can I be with my pet during the process?
Can it be done in my home?

Knowing the facts can help one including one’s family feel more at peace with what is going to happen.
It is usually done in the Veterinarian’s consulting rooms. Make a time for the entire family to say
goodbye. If children are involved, explain to them what is happening in advance to help them prepare for
the loss of their friend.
When taking the pet to the veterinarian’s office, bring the pet’s bed with - or a comfy blanket or pillow where he/she can rest.

The Process of Euthanasia - You may want to sit with your friend so you can pet and comfort him/her
while the veterinarian gives him/her the medicine.
Many veterinarians give the pet a shot of sedative before the euthanasia drug. He/she will explain to you
what they are doing and where the shot will be given. Some veterinarians only use a sedative if the pet is
frightened or cannot relax. The shot may cause pain and the drug can have side effects, so talk to the
veterinarian about whether your pet should get it. If the pet is very sick and already quiet or has trouble
breathing he/she may not need it.
The euthanasia medication most veterinarians use is pentobarbital, a seizure medication. In large doses,
it quickly renders the pet unconscious. It shuts down the heart and brain functions usually within one or
two minutes. It could be given by shot or by an IV in one of the legs.
When the pet passes, his/her eyes may not fully close. He/she may urinate or defaecate. You may see
him/her twitch or take a final breath. This can be startling, but it is a ‘normal’ part of the process. The pet
is not in pain. Use of a sedative makes this step less likely.
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Grieving the Loss of a Pet Companion
The death or loss of a pet can be a traumatic experience and result in grief and bereavement. The
loss is unique in a number of ways. While pets may die naturally, through accidents, or by trauma,
pets can also die through euthanasia, which often means that the pet owner must decide exactly
when his or her pet is put down. Pets can also be lost when they run away, with no opportunity for
closure. Or pets may have to be given away, due to logistical or financial reasons.
If one is grieving the loss of a beloved pet, these strategies may help:
•

It is important to recognise the depth of feelings of the loss. One’s pet may have been with
you through the ups and downs in life and may have even helped one cope with other
losses. Give should give oneself the necessary time and space to grieve. Individual, group,
and family psychotherapy may be helpful to process the loss and make meaning of the pet in
one’s life.

•

Keep focused on daily and weekly schedules of personal and professional responsibilities,
and make sure to incorporate pleasant activities for self into every day.

•

Identify triggers for grieving and identify ways to help one cope. Triggers can include the pet
food aisle in the grocery store or driving by a special place shared with a pet.

•

Try to find ways to meaningfully grieve. This can include creating a memory book, journaling,
building a memorial, or donating money or time to a pet welfare cause.

•

Explore self-help groups at a local animal shelter or SPCA. Almost all schools of veterinary
medicine have telephone support hotlines. There are also a number of online community
forums that allow people to receive support while they grieve and process their loss.

Matte, A.R., Khosa, D.K., Coe, J.B., Meehan, M. & Niel, L. 2020.
Background: While euthanasia is a common feature of veterinary practice, research has yet to
adequately explore the experiences, perception and wishes of pet owners, including their
satisfaction and grief following companion animal euthanasia.
Methods: An online questionnaire was conducted with pet owners who had experienced euthanasia
within the last 10 years to explore the relationship between pet owners' experiences and their
resulting satisfaction and grief following companion animal euthanasia. Data were analysed using
descriptive statistics and multivariable linear regression.
Results: Overall, participants (N=2354) reported high levels of satisfaction with their euthanasia
experience. Their experience with the administration practices (i.e., payment and paperwork),
emotional support, follow-up care and care for their pet's remains was found to be associated with
overall satisfaction. Participants' grief was associated with the number of euthanasia previously
experienced, the type of human-animal bond, if the euthanasia was emergent and the emotional
support they received.
Conclusion: Findings contribute to existing research and shed light on some of the most important
practices associated with companion animal euthanasia. Several practical recommendations are
made, including developing standard operating procedures for companion animal euthanasia;
exploring owners' previous experiences, expectations and emotions; the importance of reassurance;
and access to grief resources and services.
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Medical Disclaimer
This Fact Sheet is intended to provide general information only and, as such, should not be
considered as a substitute for advice, medically or otherwise, covering any specific situation. Users
should seek appropriate advice before taking or refraining from taking any action in reliance on any
information contained in this Fact Sheet. So far as permissible by law, the Cancer Association of
South Africa (CANSA) does not accept any liability to any person (or his/her dependants/
estate/heirs) relating to the use of any information contained in this Fact Sheet.
Whilst CANSA has taken every precaution in compiling this Fact Sheet, neither it, nor any
contributor(s) to this Fact Sheet can be held responsible for any action (or the lack thereof) taken by
any person or organisation wherever they shall be based, as a result, direct or otherwise, of
information contained in, or accessed through, this Fact Sheet.

Professional Support

RADIATION Therapy for Dogs and Cats - (Referral Practice)
Dr Georgina Crewe, BVSc. (Pta). MSc. (Wits).
115 9th Avenue, Fairland, 2170
Telephone: +27 11 678 3121
E-mail: georgina.crewe@acenet.co.za

Electron radiation therapy (linear accelerator) is one of the modalities used to treat cancer that
occurs in dogs and cats. It is particularly useful in the treatment of solar induced squamous cell
carcinoma, cutaneous mast cell tumours and sarcomas.
Radiation therapy may be used alone or in conjunction with surgery and chemotherapy.
Palliative (pain relief) radiation is successful for most tumours as the tumour shrinks and the
peripheral nerves are released relieving the pain caused by the tumour.

Sources and References Consulted or Utilised
ASPCA
http://www.aspca.org/pet-care/animal-poison-control/people-foods-avoid-feeding-your-pets
Babble
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