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Why is my dog so itchy?? 
 
Fleas and Flea Allergy Dermatitis 
One common cause of itching in pets is a hypersensitivity to flea bites, also 
known as flea allergy dermatitis. Flea allergy is caused by the flea’s saliva and 
can only take a few bites to cause a problem. Often, you won’t see any fleas 
because they spend most of their lives off of your pet. Your veterinarian may 
want to use a flea comb to look for the little critters or their “dirt” 
(excrement). If there are any signs of fleas, your veterinarian will put your 
dog on a flea preventative and perform further tests to rule out other causes 
of itch. 
Prevention is simple: keep your dog from getting 
fleas!  
 

Signs and symptoms of flea allergy: 
 
• Hair loss, especially along the back and hind end 
• Chewing and biting at the tail, hind end, and hind legs 
• Skin damage due to a lot of scratching and licking 
 
Helpful hint: To distinguish between dirt or flea excrement on your pet, brush out some of the “dirt”, place 
on to a white paper towel and get it wet, if the dirt turns dark red, it is in fact flea poo (digested blood). 
 
Atopic Dermatitis 

Secondary to fleas, atopic dermatitis is one of the more common 
reasons your pet may be itchy.  Atopic dermatitis is caused by a reaction 
to environmental allergens such as dust mites, pollen, mould spores, or 
plant fibres. The typical onset of canine atopic dermatitis is between 6 
months and 3 years of age and it is a lifelong disease.  There is no one 
test to diagnose this condition, rather it is a diagnosis of exclusion (your 
veterinarian will attempt to rule out other causes of itchiness first).  
 
Treatment will involve some or all of the following: 
- Eliminate or avoid allergens 
- Treat and prevent secondary infections 

- Improve the skins barrier 
- Treat inflammation and itchiness 
- Modify the immune response 

 
It could be mites! 
Fleas aren’t the only critters that like to live on your dog. Mites can also be a pain, though they are a whole 
lot smaller. The two most common types of mites, sarcoptes and demodex – can cause secondary skin 
infections in addition to itching.  Sarcoptes mites tend to affect the ears, elbows, and chest of a dog (and are 
very itchy!) while demodex mites are less particular and can appear anywhere on a dog’s body.   
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If your veterinarian suspects that your dog has mites, he or she will perform skin scrapings to look at under a 
microscope. However, sometimes this isn’t enough – mites are so small, they can’t always be detected, so 
your veterinarian may choose to treat your dog based on suspicion of mites. If the condition clears up after 
treatment, the diagnosis has been confirmed. 
One thing to note: if your dog has highly-contagious sarcoptes mites, all dogs in the household need to be 
treated. 
Treatment for mites may include: 
• Topical or oral mite preventives 
• Sanitation, especially cleaning and vacuuming bedding 
• Shampoos 
• Medications to control the itch and treat secondary skin infections 

 
Food Allergies 
Tiny organisms aren’t the only thing that can make your pet itchy. Various 
food proteins, carbohydrates, fillers, and dyes can all be potential food 
allergens. Food allergies take time to develop and most animals have been 
eating the offending food for years with no previous trouble. 
Pets with food allergies tend to be itchy year round and some animals may 
have gastrointestinal signs such as diarrhoea, vomiting, flatulence, and 
increased numbers of stools per day.  It’s not always easy to distinguish food allergies from 
a simple upset stomach or other allergic conditions; if food allergies are suspected, your 
veterinarian will perform a physical exam and ask for a detailed history of your dog’s food 
intake. There is currently no accurate blood or skin test to determine if your dog has a 
food allergy. The only method of diagnosing a food allergy is placing your dog on a 
carefully selected prescription or homemade hypoallergenic diet for a minimum of 8 
weeks. The diet only contains ingredients you’re your dog has never eaten before. If the 
allergy signs resolve, a food challenge is performed by feeding the former dirt and 
watching for a return of the itching. If this occurs, a diagnosis of food allergy is confirmed.  
 

The only treatment for food allergy is avoidance. This may seem like common sense: don’t feed your dog 
foods to which he is allergic, but it’s not always easy to identify foods that are both nutritionally balanced 
and devoid of problem ingredients for your pet. Your veterinarian will help guide you and your dog for long-
term diet management.  
 

Bacterial and Fungal Infections  
An itch has to be scratched, but all that increased scratching by your 
dog damages the skin, which can result in bacterial and fungal 
infections as a secondary problem. Common signs of infection include 
inflamed, reddened skin, areas of hair loss, and ear infections. These 
infections also often cause your dog to have an unpleasant odour. 
 
In order to diagnose a bacterial or fungal infection, your veterinarian 
will collect samples for culture or examination under a microscope and 
treatment with appropriate topical and/or oral medications to follow. 

Time for a Nail Trim!? 

Trimming your dog’s nails is an important part of their grooming routine.  Left unchecked, overgrown nails 
can be painful for a dog; it can result in splitting or breaking of the nail, and cause an irregular gait that can 
lead to skeletal damage.     

A lot of people ask us how often they should cut their dogs nails.  As a general rule, if your dogs nails are 
touching the ground when standing and you can hear their nails ‘clicking’ on the floor when they walk it is 
time for a trim.  Dogs who are regularly walked on hard surfaces can naturally wear their nails down so they 
may not require as frequent trimming as those walked on soft surfaces.  However for dogs that have dew 



claws, as these do not touch the ground they have to be regularly trimmed to avoid the nail curling around 
and potentially growing into the dew pad.  

Nail structure 
Before cutting your dogs nails it is important to understand the structure of the nails so as not to cause your 
dog pain when trimming.  A dogs nail consists of the quick and nail shell.  The quick is a live blood supply in a 
dogs nail, as the nail grows so does the quick.  If nails are not cut on a regular basis the quick will continue to 
grow with the nail, which if left too long, results in problems when trimming.  If the quick is cut when nails 
are trimmed this will cause the quick to bleed.  If your dog has long quicks, clipping a little off the nails every 
week or so will cause the quick to recede with the nail; doing this on a regular basis will allow you clip the 
nails shorter over time resulting in better overall nail and paw health. 
 
Cutting the nails 
When cutting your dogs nails always clip from the side, taking a little off at a time to ensure you are not 
cutting into the quick.  Cutting from the side rather than from the top avoids squeezing down on the dogs 
nail which can be painful.  The quick is identified by seeing a pink spot (on white nails) and a black spot (on 
black nails) at the centre of the clipped nail.  When you see this spot you should stop cutting.  If you 
accidently cut the quick try not to panic; there will be a sudden rush of blood so it is important to help stop 
the blood flow.  This can be done by using a coagulating powder or corn starch 
powder pressed against the bleeding nail and holding it there for approximately 
3-4 minutes.  This should stop the nail from bleeding.  Don’t wipe the powder 
away from the tip of the nail as this aids the coagulation process.  Once the 
bleeding stops, try to keep your dog off its feet for at least 30 minutes to avoid 
the quick for starting to bleed again.   If you cut deep into the quick and find that 
the blood does not stop after 20 minutes then contact your vet immediately to 
determine why clotting is not happening.  If your dog’s toe becomes swollen or 
irritated after cutting the quick you should also consult your vet.   Try to file your 
dogs nails after trimming to remove some of the sharpness, this avoids you getting scratched if your dog 
jumps up on you post nail clipping.   

If you are uncomfortable cutting your dogs’ nails one of our nurses can provide this service. 

FLUTD – Feline Lower Urinary Tract Disease & Urethral 
Obstruction 

FLUTD is a multifactorial condition where the lining of the 

bladder becomes inflamed for some unknown reason and 

crystals can form as a result of highly concentrated urine. 

FLUTD, also known as Feline Idiopathic Cystitis (F.I.C.), is a 

common disease in cats.  

Clinical signs may be identical to those of a Urinary Tract 

Infection (UTI). This condition results in a group of clinical 

signs that can include some, or all, of the following: Bloody 

urine; Straining to urinate; Urinating in strange places; 

Urinary blockage (almost always only in male cats) & licking 

the urinary opening (usually due to pain). 

FLUTD can occur in cats of any age & either sex. However, urethral blockage typically occurs in male cats & 

can be caused by many different things including bladder stones, bladder inflammation, urinary tract 

infection, urinary tract cancer, trauma, stress & others. These cats are often, though not always, overweight. 

 



 

It is important to note that if you notice your cat (especially a male cat) having difficulty urinating or not 

producing any urine, that you have him assessed by a vet immediately as this can be a life-threatening 

emergency. 

The urethra (tube from the bladder to the outside) can become blocked with small 

crystals & stones or a crystalline-matrix protein plug (mucous plug). When the 

urethra is obstructed (blocked), it causes an accumulation of urine behind the 

blockage in the bladder. High urine volume will increase pressure in the bladder & 

can results in damage to the bladder function itself if the obstruction is not 

relieved right away. Urine back pressure may also have a negative effect on kidney 

function as urine backs up along the ureters into the kidneys. Normally, the 

kidneys help keep electrolytes such as sodium, potassium & chloride in proper 

balance in the blood & urine. In addition to pain caused by distension of the bladder with urine, blockage can 

cause kidney impairment which results in electrolyte imbalances that can disrupt electrical activity within the 

heart & other tissue & can result in death in serious cases. 

Once a cat has been blocked, there is a 30-50% chance that the obstruction will reoccur. Some early 

signs of actual blockage include: 

Frequent attempts to urinate (you may think he looks constipated) 

Straining to urinate 

Licking his penis 

Hiding, pacing or any other signs of anxiety 

Vocalising (i.e. howling) 

TREATMENT 
Treatment usually involves admitting your cat & undertaking emergency 
sedation or anaesthesia. The urethra is unblocked & an indwelling urinary catheter left in place for 1-3 days. 
Usually your cat will stay in the hospital over this time. 
Some PREVENTATIVE MEASURES you can take at home to help recovery & prevent recurrence include: 

Promoting increased water intake 

Weight management 

Feeding a prescription urinary diet 

Keeping stress levels to a minimum 

Maintaining good litter boxes, if these are used. 

Promoting Increased water consumption 
Promoting increased water intake is a very important measure. Drinking more water helps to keep the urine 
dilute & therefore less concentrated with the things that can cause irritation. Drinking more water promotes 
more frequent urination & thus “flushing” out the bladder contents. 

Things you can do to increase your cat`s water intake: 

 Feeding a canned diet (contains more water than dry kibble) 



 Ensuring there is always fresh water available to drink 

 Offering a separate water dish that includes some tuna juice or chicken broth (low sodium) 

 Some cats prefer cat water fountains/running water to drink 

 Try providing water in different types & sizes of bowls – see which your cat prefers. 

 Offer water throughout the house so your cat can drink as soon as the mood strikes him/her! 
 

Weight Loss 
Overweight cats have increased health risks. This predisposes them to several medical conditions including 
arthritis, respiratory problems, diabetes, liver disease, reduced lifespan and urinary issues. Measuring your 
cat’s food & ensuring they get adequate exercise will improve their overall health & help reduce the extra 
weight. 
Things you can do to help keep your cat’s weight ideal: 

Feeding a canned diet (contains more water than dry kibble & allows your cat to feel fuller). 

Feeding a lower calorie diet if continuing to offer dry food & measuring the amount offered (meal 

feeding as opposed to free feeding or ad lib feeding). 

Feeding games, such as hunting for food or providing some dry food in a ball dispenser can help 

encourage activity while eating. 

Feeding low calorie treats (if you must give treats). 

Laser toys, bird/mouse toys & wand toys also encourage play. 

Some cats love cat tunnels as they can hide, explore & play at the same time. Other cats like 

climbing toys. 

Feeding a Urinary Health Diet 
Many urinary health diets are available & can be used ideally as a sole diet or sometimes as an additional 
diet to their regular diet (less effective). Certain diets are formulated to produce urine at an optimum pH to 
inhibit crystal formation. They also contain lower levels of the minerals that are commonly found in crystals 
or stones in the urinary system & have a higher sodium content to encourage water consumption. Several 
diet options include Royal Canin Urinary S/O or Hill`s Prescription Diet c/d. Canned food is a great way to 
increase water intake & both of these diets are available in canned or dry forms.  
If you decide to switch diets, it is always best to do so slowly to allow your cat to become gradually 

accustomed to his/her new diet. Start with 25% new diet & 75% old diet for a few days. Then go to 50/50 for 

a few days then eventually 75% new, 25% old before finally a 100% switch to the new diet. 

Decreasing Stress 
Stress is known to increase blood pressure, impair healing & decrease overall well-being. Stress is also 
involved in the reasons why some cats have recurrent urinary tract problems. Stressful situations may be 
anything – from interactions with other pets in the house to children, major changes around the house & 
neighbourhood, moving house etc. Pretty much anything is fair game to cause a cat stress! 
Some things that can decrease your cat`s stress & improve his wellbeing include: 

 Providing environmental enrichment – interactive play, toys, and adding shelves to use as perches & 

hiding places all help cats feel more at home & relaxed. 

 Less stressful situations. If possible, try & avoid obvious stressful situations, e.g. car journeys, lots of 

noisy visitors etc. Obviously, many of these can’t be avoided but the stress can hopefully be 

minimised (e.g. providing a quiet room for your cat well away from a children’s party). 



 Feline pheromone spray (FELIWAY). This is a spray that imitates the hormones cats emit when they 

are happy. It can be used as a diffuser (like a Glade plug in) or spray bottle in areas where more 

stress may occur. 

 Rescue Remedy/Calmex. These are `natural remedies` available from your vet (Calmex) or Pharmacy 

(Rescue Remedy). Anecdotally, they seem to help in decreasing stress levels in cats. 

The Purrfect Litter Box 
If your cat uses a litter box then the general rule is 1 litter box per cat in the house PLUS an extra litter box. 
Also, the bigger the litter box the better. 
Litter boxes should be placed in easily accessible but low traffic areas. They should be cleaned regularly & 

often a clumping, non-scented, deep sand litter is preferred but try different types & see which your cat 

prefers. 

Remember: - If a male cat seems to have problems passing urine, it is vital to get him assessed urgently by 

a vet. This can rapidly become a life-threatening emergency but, if caught early, treatment is very 

successful. Our clinic can be contacted on 03 5786965 & we offer a full 24 hour emergency service. 

 

 


