
Aging gracefully is what we
all want for our four-legged
family members. 

Cats are considered sen-
ior by eight to 12 years and
geriatric after 15 years.

Large breed dogs age
more quickly than smaller
breeds and hit senior sta-
tus around six years, while
smaller breeds become
seniors around eight
years. 

Aging is not a
disease. While it is
true that older
pets may become
less energetic,
owners can
take precau-
tions to keep them com-
fortable for as long as pos-
sible.

Regular
veterinary
examina-
tions are
especially
important
in the sen-
ior patient.
Physical
examina-
tion, blood
work and
discussion
of any

changes in your pet’s
behaviour can help identify
problems long before they
become life-threatening.

Arthritis is perhaps the
most obvious senior pet
disease. Signs in dogs
include decreased energy
or activity, stiffness after
lying down and sometimes
limping. Cats may show
only subtle signs such as
jumping up less or
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Fourteen-year-old Scully, above, has some arthritis. Despite this,
he stays active and loves lounging in the sun, according to his own-
er Amanda Arsenault. PHOTO SPECIAL TO THE GUARDIAN BY AMANDA ARSENAULT

Seven-year-old Devyn was adopted from the P.E.I. Humane Society
several years ago. She has had some difficulty with joint pain but
her owner, Dr. Kristine Duerr, notes that keeping slim and trim has
really helped. Devyn loves to be active in all seasons. PHOTO SPECIAL TO
THE GUARDIAN BY KRISTINE DUERR

Smee, 14, was adopted at one year of age from the P.E.I. Humane Society and is a wonderful
companion to her owner, Alice Crook.  Like so many older pets, she is showing signs of arthritis. It
is important that elderly pets have cozy, comfortable, easily accessible resting places, like this
favourite spot. PHOTO SPECIAL TO THE GUARDIAN BY ALICE CROOK
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decreased activity. 
The best

defense against
arthritis is
maintaining an
ideal weight.
Regular exercise and prop-
er diet can help prevent
obesity, which is epidemic
in pets as well as humans.
Even if your pet is a
healthy weight, you may
wish to consider a senior
diet, supplemented with
nutrients for joint health,
brain aging and organ sup-
port. 

Additional therapies for
arthritis include joint sup-
plements (such as glu-
cosamine), acupuncture
and anti-inflammatory
pain medications specific
to pets. However, never
give a pet a drug intended
for human use without
checking with your vet —

some are quite toxic, par-
ticularly in cats. 

Your pet may be slowing
down due to the pain of
dental disease. Gingivitis
and tartar buildup can also
put stress on the heart, liv-
er and kidneys. General
anesthesia may be neces-
sary to gain a complete
picture of an animal’s den-
tal health. Anesthesia is
quite safe with appropriate
pre-anesthetic blood work
and plans individualized to
your aging pet. 

Owners have told me
that their pet seems years
younger after dentistry.

Hormonal imbalances,

especially involving the
thyroid, are common in
older pets. Dogs may expe-
rience a decrease in thy-
roid hormone production,
causing increased lethargy,
weight gain, skin problems
and other signs. Treatment
is with artificial thyroid
hormone. 

In contrast to dogs, old-
er cats may over-produce
thyroid hormone, causing
increased metabolism,
heart rate and blood pres-
sure. Weight loss is often
dramatic despite an excel-
lent appetite. If left
untreated, the damage to
the heart, kidneys and oth-
er organs, as well as mus-
cle wasting, can be severe.
Your vet will discuss differ-
ent treatment options with
you. 

Kidney disease is a com-
mon disease in older cats.
Over time, you may notice
your cat drinking and uri-
nating more—this occurs
as the kidneys become
unable to concentrate

urine.  Muscle wasting and
weight loss occur—similar
signs may be seen in condi-
tions such as diabetes.
Treatments, including spe-
cial diets, have been devel-
oped and many cats man-
age quite well, living com-
fortably for years past ini-
tial diagnosis.

Both dogs and cats can
develop senility issues,
which can be difficult to
diagnose. Accidents in the
house, restlessness and
uncharacteristic behav-
iours can all indicate
declining mental health.
Supplements, medications
and specific diets can be
prescribed to help. As with
humans, stimulation of the
mind and body may help
slow down this process.

Unfortunately, cancer is
not uncommon in older
pets. Regular examinations
can catch many cancers
early, hopefully before they
spread. Surgery is often
recommended to remove
the cancerous area; addi-
tional therapies such as
radiation and chemothera-
py may also be recom-
mended depending on the
type of cancer. 

The aim is to slow the
progression of disease and
make the pet feel better for
as long as possible. This is
in contrast to people where

more aggressive therapies
may be used, with the aim
of obliterating the cancer
and allowing for many
years of remission.

As with humans, aging
is not a simple process in
our pets. Working with
your veterinarian to diag-
nose and treat these issues
as early as possible may
slow down the progression
of disease and allow the
best care for your friend
that you can provide—so
that your pet’s golden years
may be happy, healthy and
comfortable.

Next month in Animal
Talk: Separation anxiety in
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Dr. Erin MacDonald practices at the Sum-
merside Animal Hospital and is a council
member of the P.E.I. Veterinary Medical

Association, one of the member groups of
the P.E.I. Companion Animal Welfare Ini-
tiative (CAWI). Animal Talk is a monthly

column in The Guardian produced by
CAWI, the goal of which is to improve the
welfare of owned and unowned compan-
ion animals on P.E.I. CAWI consists of the

P.E.I. Humane Society, SpayAid, Cat Action
Team, P.E.I. Veterinary Medical Association,

P.E.I. Department of Agriculture and
Forestry and Sir James Dunn Animal Wel-
fare Centre at the Atlantic Veterinary Col-
lege. Links to each of these groups are at
gov.pe.ca/agriculture/CAWI. Readers are
invited to send questions related to the

well-being of owned and unowned com-
panion animals to cawipei@gmail.com.

Points to remember
u Regular veterinary exam-

inations are especially
important in senior pets
so that problems can be
identified early. Be sure to
tell your veterinarian
about any changes in eat-
ing and drinking, urination
and defecation, and/or
your pet’s behaviour.

u There are many condi-
tions associated with age
which cannot be cured
but which can be well-
managed so that pets may
remain comfortable, with
a good quality of life, as
they age.
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