
Keeping your pet’s vaccines
up to date is important to
help protect him or her
against various serious, and
potentially fatal, infectious
diseases.  

A vaccine is a prepara-
tion of modified, or killed,
virus or bacteria that is

used to
stimulate
the produc-
tion of anti-
bodies and
provide
immunity
against a
disease.  

For dogs
and cats,
vaccines
can be
divided

into essential (or core) and
non-essential (or non-core)
groups. The essential vac-
cines are recommended for
all cats and dogs, while the
decision to vaccinate with a
non-essential vaccine will
depend on where you live,
your pet’s lifestyle ( for
example: indoor only cat vs.
outdoor cat), and other risk
factors for the disease in
question.  

As with all questions
regarding
the health
and well-
being of
your dog or
cat, the best per-
son to ask for advice
is your veterinarian. 

For dogs, the core
vaccine group includes
canine distemper, canine
parvovirus, canine aden-
ovirus, and parainfluenza;
in cats, vaccines against
feline rhinotracheitis virus,
feline calicivirus, and feline
panleukopenia are consid-
ered essential. Because
rabies is a serious, fatal dis-
ease that can be transmit-
ted to humans, vaccination

against rabies is also con-
sidered essential for all
pets.        

A pet’s vaccination pro-
gram typically begins
around eight weeks of age
with the first of a puppy or
kitten series of core vac-
cines, given in combination
(i.e., all vaccines in one
“shot”), followed by boost-
ers at 12 and 16 weeks of
age. 

It is important that pup-
pies and kittens receive

this initial series of vac-
cines because they

have immature
immune systems

and are at high
risk of acquiring

an infectious
disease.  

It is best not to expose
your pet to potential
sources of infection (e.g.,
dog parks, other puppies or
kittens, or older pets with

an unknown vaccination
status) until he or she has
received the full vaccine
series.  

Why the interval
between shots? Puppies
and kittens receive antibod-
ies against disease in their
mother’s milk, and these
antibodies may interfere
with the ability of the vac-
cine to stimulate adequate
immunity—Hence the need
for three shots to provide
full protection. If your pet is
older when first vaccinated,
he or she will need a boost-
er within three or four
weeks to ensure a satisfac-
tory immune response.  

After the initial vaccine
series, your pet will need to
be boostered (i.e. re-vacci-
nated) at regular intervals
to maintain immunity.
Some vaccines require an

Along with regular exercise, a proper diet
and yearly check-ups they are essential for

health and well-being of dogs and cats

Vet student Ashley Scholten, under the
supervision of Dr. Danielle Dunn, vacci-
nates a Lab mix puppy, Natalie (now
adopted) at the P.E.I. Humane Society.
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Quick questions
Question: What vaccines
does my pet require, and
how often does he or she
need to be vaccinated?

Answer: The best
answer to this question
depends on many factors,
such as where you live, your
pet’s lifestyle, and other risk
factors. You should ask your
veterinarian for advice.

Question: I do not have a
veterinarian. Where can I
find one?

Answer: Visit the Prince
Edward Island Veterinary
Medical Association website
(www.peivma.com) for a list-
ing of veterinary clinics
across Prince Edward Island.
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annual booster, while oth-
ers only require re-vaccina-
tion every two to three
years. This is because the
protection offered by a vac-
cine will decline over time
and, depending on the dis-
ease in question, the dura-
tion of immunity will be dif-
ferent. Talk to your veteri-
narian to determine the
most appropriate schedule
for your pet.  

An annual physical exam

is important regardless of
your pet’s vaccination
schedule. Our pets cannot
tell us when something is
wrong, and in fact they are
really good at hiding their
discomfort from us. A vet-
erinarian will assess your
dog or cat for any signs of
disease and, depending on
factors like your pet’s age,
may recommend further
testing to evaluate overall
health status. This is also a
good opportunity for you to
discuss any questions or
concerns you have about
your pet’s behaviour or gen-
eral health.

After a vaccination, your
pet may experience some
muscle soreness, be more
tired than usual, and even
develop a mild fever that
lasts for a day or two. These
are all considered normal
and common reactions to a
vaccine. 

On rare occasions, a cat
or dog might have an aller-
gic reaction in which case
there may be swelling of the
face and hives, which will
occur shortly after the vac-
cine is given. If this should
happen, contact your vet-
erinarian immediately.
These types of reactions
usually respond very well to

treatment, and your veteri-
narian will take extra pre-
cautions to help prevent an
allergic reaction next time.
Keep in mind, no vaccine
will provide 100 per cent
guaranteed protection
against disease — there are
too many variables related
to the virus or bacteria and
your pet’s immune system
— but sticking to the vacci-
nation schedule laid out by
your veterinarian will pro-
vide the best possible pro-
tection for your family pet. 

Next month in Animal
Talk: Animal protection on
P.E.I.

Dr. Marguerite Cameron is a PhD candidate
at the Atlantic Veterinary College and a
council member of the P.E.I. Veterinary

Medical Association, one of the member
groups of the P.E.I. Companion Animal

Welfare Initiative (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 com-
panion animals on P.E.I. Other members of

CAWI are the P.E.I. Humane Society,
SpayAid, Cat Action Team, Department of

Agriculture and Sir James Dunn Animal
Welfare Centre at the Atlantic Veterinary
College. 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.

Sisters Samantha and Izabella McCarthy are shown relaxing with their new best friend, Forrest, who recently joined their family
when he was adopted from the P.E.I. Humane Society. Forest is sweet, cuddly and very gentle with the girls — all three enjoy their
daily playtime together, which is always supervised by an adult. PHOTO SPECIAL TO THE GUARDIAN BY NATASHA MCCARTHY
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