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   ALLERGIC DERMATITIS
An allergy is a disease in which the body’s immune system reacts abnormally to everyday substances. This over-reaction to a substance is called an allergic reaction, and may be caused by dust, weeds, molds, grass, foods, fleas, as well as many other materials. Skin allergy problems, or “allergic dermatitis”, is very common in pets. The main types of allergies are flea, atopy (inhalant allergic dermatitis), food allergy. 

In people, allergies can cause problems such as sneezing, sinusitis, asthma, coughing, runny eyes, and skin eruptions. The body of dogs and cats reacts differently to allergens; although they may have similar reactions as people (those listed above), but the usual sign is developing reddened itchy skin.  The itching causes the pet to chew and scratch, which, in turn results in hairloss and more trauma to the skin. It is common that affected skin becomes secondarily infected and may become thickened and develop areas of darkened discoloration if the problem becomes chronic. Infections are typically due to overgrowth of bacteria and yeast, normal inhabitants of the skin, which actually colonize the skin when is it abnormally inflamed and secondarily traumatized by the pet. Although an allergy can become apparent the first time exposure occurs, an allergy usually takes multiple exposures to a specific antigen for the hypersensitivity reaction to occur.  It is very common that a pet that develops one allergy will develop allergies to multiple agents (ie flea, food, mold, dust, etc) over time. It is important to understand this when attempting to pinpoint the problem and treat an allergic pet. It is generally accepted that allergies are not curable, but can be controlled. You must be patient and realize that the condition probably will recur throughout the pet's life, if and when exposure occurs. In order to maintain adequate control of a pet’s allergy problem, it is important to start treatment as soon as signs are seen. Prompt treatment will keep the pet comfortable, prevent itching from becoming severe and stop progression to skin infections.

Flea Allergies:
The most common allergy seen in the dog and cat is the result of flea bites.! The pet becomes allergic to the saliva transmitted by the bite of the flea. It only takes one flea bite to “set off” an allergic reaction in a flea allergic pet; the severity of itching does not necessarily reflect the number of fleas present. Many times there will be no fleas on the pet when it is examined, which may cause doubt that fleas are the problem. Pets can develop flea allergies at any age but most commonly they are at least 6 months old. The areas of skin most commonly affected are the “hind” areas - over the tailhead, the back and inner thighs, but can affect any area of skin. Fleas must be kept off the pet to control flea allergic dermatitis. Flea products such as Frontline, Promeris, Advantage and Capstar help tremendously with controlling flea problems. Treatment of the house and yard is also essential in controlling fleas. This is the #1 problem to control when treating any pet for allergic type skin lesions.
Atopy:

Inhalant allergic dermatitis, or atopy, is a skin reaction that results from the inhalation of environmental allergens. Common offending allergens are pollens, mold spores, grasses, dander and housedust. Some allergens will cause year-round signs of allergy, while plants that pollinate during certain times of the year will only cause signs seasonally. Pets are usually over 1 year when they are affected, but it can vary from 6 months to 7 years at initial onset. The areas of skin most commonly affected are the face, ears, feet, armpits, groin, genital, and perineal areas. The best way to control any allergy is through avoidance of the offending allergen, but it is difficult, if not virtually impossible to eliminate many of the environmental allergens such as molds and dust. “Allergy testing" may be recommended for pets with recurrent or severe allergies and those that are difficult to control. Usually a combination of methods is used to control atopic pets: avoidance of offending allergens, routine bathing, anti-histamines, immunotherapy, and anti-inflammatory drugs such as steroids and immunosuppressants during severe outbreaks.
Food Allergies:
Food allergic dermatitis is caused by ingestion of a protein substance that a pet is hypersensitive to. Symptoms can arise at any age and the pattern of affected skin can look exactly like atopy. If a pet is food allergic, symptoms of the problem are seen year-round since there is typically daily exposure to the offending agent in the diet. Sometimes gastrointestinal signs, such as vomiting and diarrhea, can occur. There is no test for food allergies; the only way to diagnose a food allergy is by conducting an elimination food trial. The only way to treat or control this problem is by elimination and strict avoidance of the offending protein. The most common offenders in dogs are beef, dairy products and wheat; in cats, the most common offenders are beef, fish and dairy. 
