Root Canals for Dogs?

You bet! They can save fractured teeth

by Sally Deneen

hen Steve and Nina

Winoker of Farmington,

Conn., brushed their
dogs’ teeth, they discovered double
trouble. A crack clearly formed a
line down one tooth of their 4-year-
old Rhodesian Ridgeback, Bronte.
Their younger dog, Zoo, just 2
years old, presented a bigger
surprise. Somehow, he earlier had
broken off the entire top of a tooth.

The Winokers turned to a
veterinary dentist who
recommended saving and
strengthening the teeth through
endodontic therapy, known
colloquially as “root canal.”

You might wonder: Root canal?
For dogs?

“We were surprised,” said Steve
Winoker, who took the dogs to
MSPCA Angell Memorial Animal
Hospital in Boston, Mass.,
considered one of the world’s
foremost clinical veterinary
institutions.

Barbara Castleman of Andover,
Mass., was surprised, too, when
she scheduled her newly adopted
4-year-old Cocker Spaniel mix,
Scout, for a dental cleaning and
learned, while he was under
anesthesia, that a hole lurked
under the tartar covering one of
Scout’s teeth. Previously, “Scout
was not showing any symptoms,”’
Castleman recalled.

Veterinary dentists, however,
aren’t so surprised to see patients
requiring a root canal. It’s more
common than a pet owner might
think, particularly among dogs
who devour rocks and gnaw cow
hooves (see sidebar), said William
Rosenblad, DVM, head of the
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Department of Oral Surgery and
Dentistry at Angell Memorial.

Common Procedure

It’s very common, agreed Laura
LeVan, DVM, Diplomate of the
Amernican Veterinary Dental
College and an Assistant Professor
at Tufts University School of
Veterinary Medicine. “Other than
periodontal therapy, it’s the next
most common thing I do.”

A study of muilitary dogs, for
instance, examined the health of the
canine teeth of 142 dogs; one in four
had at least one fractured canine
tooth, typically due to attack
exercises, abnormal chewing or
abnormal biting behavior, the
Journal of Veterinary Dentistry
reported. Not to be outdone, Eddie,
the Jack Russell Terrier on NBC’s
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“Frasier;” has had several root canals.

“Moose [his real name] has in
fact had seven root canals, due to
dental problems caused by
obsessive chewing, which began
when he was a puppy,” said
Mathilde de Cagny, his trainer
who adopted him when he was 2.
“It should be noted that the root
canals were spread out over the
course of five years and were
performed by Dr. David Neilsen of
the Animal Medical Group in
Manhattan Beach, Calf”

While Moose’s root canals may
or may not overstate the incidence
among the general population of
dogs, Dr. Rosenblad noticed that
veterinary practitioners too often
overlook the need for endodontic
treatments. Such therapy is
warranted probably more than
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A dental cleaning revealed Scout needed to have a root canal to save his tooth.

Like most dogs, he had showed no symptoms.

Lose The Cow
Hooves And Hard
Nylon Toys

Adog’s toy should be resilient,
meaning you can depressitwith a
thumbnail or bend it gently, advises
Laura LeVan, DVM, Diplomate of
the American Veterinary Dental
College and Assistant Professor at
Tufts University School of
Veterinary Medicine.

Ask the veterinarian for the
best chew toys for your dog’s
personality.Then watch your dog
as he plays. Don’t assume that,
because you saw a particular toy
in a store, it's automatically a
great toy for your pet. “Any chew
toy can be a problem for any
particular dog,” Dr. LeVan said.

Dogs who gnaw on hard,
unyielding objects risk fracturing
their teeth.

Dr. LeVan's list of items to
avoid:

» Cow hooves

P Animal bones

P Hard nylon toys
P Rocks

»ice cubes
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most veterinarians and pet owners
think, he said. “When I see a big
dog come in, my first guess is,
‘OK, which tooth is fractured?”
He thought just that when the
Winokers came to him with their
Rhodesian Ridgebacks. “Sure
enough,” Dr. Rosenblad said,
“we found fractured teeth in both

of the mouth, a gray or purple
discoloration of a tooth, or
sneezing. When a tooth breaks,
endodontic treatment is in order.
Any dead tooth whose root is
intact is a potential candidate.
“Most teeth can be saved with root
canals,” Dr. LeVan said.

Vexingly, you may notice
absolutely no change in behavior
in your pet to alert you to trouble.
A dog won't stop eating because he
has a sore tooth, Dr. LeVan said.

“The biggest sign is no sign at
all,” Dr. Rosenblad said.

This can make it hard for an
owner to notice a problem unless
tooth brushings become routine.
Dr. LeVan said she hears a common
refrain from dog owners: “It
doesn’t seem to be bothering him.”

The dogs know, however. By the
time they arrive at a veterinarian’s
office, their cases are often advanced.
“Usually the tooth is abscessed,” Dr.
LeVan said.

Put simply, a root canal involves
removing the infected pulp tissue of
a dead tooth, then placing mert
materials inside to make it a strong,
usable, pain-free tool for eating and

‘Root canal’ 1s a misnomer. It targets the tooth and has little
to nothing to do with roots or canals.

of them.”

That signaled a decsion time for
the Winokers. They began to weigh
the options: Pull the problem teeth,
or go for a root canal.

Heed the Signs
Maybe you've noticed your dog
drooling more than usual, pawing
at his face, rubbing his face on the
carpet or eating on the other side
of his mouth. These are among
signs he may need a root canal.
Others include teary eyes,
greater tartar buildup on one side
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| playing again. Usually a veterinary

dentist performs the procedure,
which is remarkably similar to a
human root canal and requires many
of the same supplies, Dr. LeVan said.

Good Candidates

Any dog who can handle anesthesia
is a good candidate, as long as a
dental X-ray shows that a tooth lends
itself to the procedure. With advances
in anesthesia, a dog’s age shouldn’t
keep a pet owner from pursuing
treatment. “I've had dogs in their late
teens,” Dr. Rosenblad said.
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