
LYME DISEASE
 
Lyme disease is caused by a spirochete bacterium, Borrelia burgdorferi. It is 
transmitted to dogs through the bite of a tick. Once in the bloodstream, the 
Lyme disease organism is carried to many parts of the body and is likely to 
localize in joints. It was first thought that only a few types of ticks could transmit 
this disease, but now it appears that several common species may be 
involved. The most common type of tick to carry Lyme disease is the Deer 
Tick.  
 

Can Lyme disease also affect people? 
Yes, but people do not get it directly from dogs. They get it from being bitten by 
the same ticks that transmit it to dogs. Therefore, preventing exposure to ticks is 
important for you and your dog. 
 

What are the clinical signs? 
Many people with Lyme disease develop a characteristic “bull’s-eye” rash at the 
site of the bite within three to thirty days. For these people, the disease can be easily diagnosed 
at an early stage. However, symptoms of Lyme disease are more difficult to detect in animals 
than in people. The characteristic rash does not develop in dogs or cats. Because the other 
symptoms of the disease may be delayed or go unrecognized and because the symptoms are 
similar to those of many other diseases, Lyme disease in animals is often not considered until 
other diseases have been eliminated. Additionally, unlike people, about 90% of seropositive dogs 
show no clinical signs at all.  
 

Many dogs affected with Lyme disease are taken to a veterinarian because they seem to be 
experiencing generalized pain and have stopped eating. Affected dogs have been described as 
if they were “walking on eggshells.”  Often these pets have high fevers and swollen lymph nodes. 
Dogs may also begin limping. This painful lameness often appears suddenly and may shift from 
one leg to another. If untreated, it may eventually disappear, only to recur weeks or months later. 
More rarely, some dogs will develop neurological disorders such as seizures or facial paralysis. 
 

Some pets are affected with the Lyme disease organism for over a year before they finally show 
symptoms. By this time, the disease may be widespread throughout the body.  
 
About 1-5% of infected dogs will develop a type of kidney disease called Lyme nephritis, which in 
many cases can be fatal.  
 

How is Lyme disease diagnosed? 
The recommendation for dogs living in high-risk areas is to be tested yearly for Lyme disease. 
This type of testing is through an antibody test, generally along with heartworm testing that is also 
recommended to be tested yearly. An antibody test detects the presence of antibodies created 
by exposure to the organism. Antibodies can be detected typically 4-6 weeks after initial infection. 
However, since this is strictly an antibody test, this test can remain positive for some period of 
time indicating past exposure but not showing or indicating active infection.  
 
To better identify active infections, gain a quantitative level, rule out vaccine antibodies, and 
distinguish from other similar diseases, a test is available called the Quant C6 Antibody Test. The 
C6 antibody is strictly unique for Borrelia burgdorferi species and only is displayed when 



transmission to a mammal organism occurs. If this level is high enough to indicate treatment, it is 
recommended to repeat a C6 antibody test in 6 months after finishing treatment. 
 

How is Lyme disease treated? 
Because the Lyme spirochete is a bacterium, it can be controlled by antibiotics. Generally, a 
month course of doxycycline is the treatment of choice, but there are a few other antibiotic options. 
If Lyme nephritis is diagnosed, treatment is more intense and kidney repair oriented.  
 
Complete elimination of the Lyme spirochete is not a reasonable expectation with treatment 
because the organism is too good at hiding. The goal is to bring the patient into a premunitive 
state, or in other words, when the immune system is in a protective mode. This is the state that 
90% of infected dogs achieve when infected such that the organism lays latent in their body but 
does not cause active infection.  
 
 

How can I prevent my dog from getting Lyme disease? 
The key to prevention is keeping your dog from being exposed to ticks. Ticks are found in grassy, 
wooded, and sandy areas. They find their way onto an animal by climbing to the top of a leaf, 
blade of grass, or short trees. Here they wait until their sensors detect a close-by animal on which 
to crawl or drop. Listed below are all ways to help prevent against Lyme disease: 
 

● Use reliable tick preventatives as recommended by your veterinarian YEAR-ROUND.  
● If your pet is at a high risk for Lyme disease, consider vaccinating (more below).  
● Try to avoid tick-prone areas such as tall grasses, marshes, thick underbrush, wooded 

areas. Try to stick to cleared trails if hiking. 
● Thoroughly examine your pet after being in tick-prone areas for any ticks and carefully 

remove any found. Ticks must feed on their host for at least 24-48 hours before 
transmitting the disease, therefore the earlier detection and removal the better. 

● Perform daily tick checks on your pet, especially during high-risk seasons.  
● Visit this link for proper removal: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EX_QXHaTt3I  

 
 

Is there a vaccine that will protect my dog from Lyme disease? 
A vaccine is available for protecting dogs against Lyme disease. This vaccine is initially given 
twice, at three- to four-week intervals. Annual revaccination is also necessary to maintain 
immunity. The vaccine has been shown to be safe and effective, however, it is not considered a 
replacement for tick preventative measures as the level and length of immunity can be variable 
between individuals. Talk to your veterinarian about your dog’s risk assessment and whether or 
not the Lyme vaccination would be a good choice.  
 
Additional links to visit for Lyme disease information: 

1. CDC: https://www.cdc.gov/lyme/index.html  
2. AVMA: https://www.avma.org/resources-tools/pet-owners/petcare/lyme-disease-dogs  
3. Cornell:https://www.vet.cornell.edu/animal-health-diagnostic-center/laboratories/serology-immunology/lyme-
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