
become part of their daily life so
gradually that we don’t notice the
little changes which it causes.

Our animal friends can’t
tell us of their discomfort
in so many words; they
can only speak through
body language and
changes of behaviour.

There is no turning
back the clock for any of
us. Every day the pain
from that torn ligament
in old Rogue’s knee is giv-
ing him a bad time, so
why not just bite the bul-
let and euthanize him

now?
With an animal that is always

an option — and not the worst

one in many circumstances. No
one should feel badly about put-
ting down an animal when quali-
ty of life has deteriorated to the
point of daily misery.

But don’t decide too quickly
that there is no alternative. Today
there are a number of ways to
control chronic pain with an
effectiveness that might surprise
you. Your older cat, hunting dog
or horse can often be kept com-
fortable through years of well-
earned retirement.

Pain can affect any animal as a
result of accidents, diseases or
surgery. The immediate pain
from such events is usually brief,
but in about 10 to 20 per cent of
cases, pain will persist. Chronic
pain leads to a pattern involving
less movement, increasing weak-
ness and more frequent injuries.

In the end, even normal move-
ments such as sitting, walking or
getting in and out of the litter box
can become painful.

Arthritis in older animals is
the most common form of chron-
ic pain. Dogs will have more
trouble with the higher joints of
their hind limbs, cats seem to be
more prone to back pain and 
a horse tends to develop arthritis
in the joints lower in the limbs.

Chronic pain from any cause
leads to reduced activity, weight
gain, secondary back pain and
what can only be described as a
change of personality. The long
established pecking order with
others of their kind may suddenly
change or a previously coura-
geous dog may become timid.

In many cases, all we need to
do is diagnose the source of the
pain in an animal and treat it
appropriately. However, individ-
ual responses to both chronic
pain and the available treat-
ments vary — there is no one-
size-fits-all medicine. The con-
stant neck pain in one horse may
be completely relieved by spinal
manipulation therapy, while
another horse will require injec-
tion of the neck joints to gain the
same relief.

To take a common example,
chronic arthritis pain in dogs and
cats is often best controlled by

combining very different treat-
ments: drugs to control inflam-
mation, acupuncture to reduce
pain, trimming those too-long
claws on the hind feet and
increasing opportunities for slow
exercise. Simple adjustments to
their environment can help, like
making sure the foundered horse
has enough soft bedding, or plac-
ing a strategic step stool to help
your cat gain access to favourite
spots.

Research shows that both the
quality and quantity of life are
best maintained by continued
daily exercise and weight control.
Exercise shouldn’t hurt; hence
treatments to reduce the pain
need to be provided first. But
when arthritic joints are allowed
to rest for too long, they deterio-
rate further. 

Controlled, regular movement
is part of the recipe for better,
long-term function.

Chronic pain requires ongoing
treatment. Treatments available
now are usually quite effective,
but may mean a few changes to
everyone’s daily routine. And
maybe it would be worth it to get
the squirrels out of the barn and
back into the trees again.

Next month in Animal Talk:
Dogs in the classroom

Dr. Art Ortenburger is a large animal surgeon at
the Atlantic Veterinary College and provides inte-
grative medicine services, primarily for the man-
agement of chronic pain in dogs, cats and horses.
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 companion

animals on P.E.I. CAWI consists of the P.E.I. Humane
Society, SpayAid, Cat Action Team, P.E.I. Veterinary
Medical Association, the P.E.I. Department of Agri-
culture and Forestry, and Sir James Dunn Animal
Welfare Centre at the Atlantic Veterinary College.

Links to each of these groups are at gov.pe.ca/agri-
culture/CAWI. Readers are invited to send ques-

tions related to the well-being of owned and
unowned companion animals to

cawipei@gmail.com.
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On Track
Guitarist Slash releases 
World on Fire, a hot new CD.

INSIDE D3

Now

It begins slowly, but one day you
notice that the squirrels seem

to have taken over the barn,
spilling grain from the
feed sacks and nesting
under the floor boards
while the yellow tabby
sleeps on the straw.

Or your enthusiastic
black Labrador no longer
waits by the back door to
work in the field, but
would rather stay
indoors on those damp
fall days.

Perhaps you notice
your aging cat rarely
jumps to her favourite sunny
places any more.

Chronic pain in animals can

Recognizing this problem, doing something about it

At a glance
u Chronic pain in pets is com-

mon, but easy to overlook.
u Animals are subject to long-

lasting pain at any time in their
lives but particularly as they age.

u Combining several different
types of treatment will be more
effective than relying on just one.

u For further information, see
http://www.civtedu.org/veterinary-
acupuncture/ and https://veteri-
narychiropractic.ca/faq.

FAST FACTS

Animal
Talk

Dr. Art Ortenburger

Far past the normal life expectancy for a Labrador, Bailey at 17 never misses a long walk every day with help from acupuncture and daily medication for her hip
arthritis. PHOTO SPECIAL TO THE GUARDIAN BY DR. ART ORTENBURGER

Which cat has the sore back? The yellow tabby has the hunched posture, stiff gait
and reluctance to jump of a cat with chronic back pain. He is still the alpha tom in
the barn with occasional help from chiropractic.
PHOTO SPECIAL TO THE GUARDIAN BY DR. ART ORTENBURGER

Chronic
pain in

pets

Chronic
pain in

pets

Barb Rhodenhizer treasures the company of Mitty and Belle, two older cats she and her husband, Doug Gallant, recent-
ly adopted from the P.E.I. Humane Society. It seems that Belle and Mitty, eight-year-old litter mates who’ve been
together their whole lives, seem to feel the same way about her. They are almost never out of sight. If they wander off
all it takes is the rattle of the Temptations bag to bring them back. GUARDIAN PHOTO BY DOUG GALLANT

Happy endings


