
During the spring and summer 
months we see an increased number 
of dogs and cats that suffer from 
grass seed foreign bodies. These 
seeds can easily be trapped in 
the fur or in paws, fall down ears, 
become inhaled up noses and also 
stuck in eyes.
There are a number of different grass types that form 
seeds with an ability to burrow their way down into 
the coat and even into the skin. This means they are 
incredibly insidious and traumatic to the tissues. The 
most common grass seeds that cause a problem in 
pets are those that are shaped like an arrow-head. 
This shape means that the sharp tip penetrates the 
skin and can burrow deep into the tissue. The wider 
base also creates issues as they become stuck and 
rarely come out on their own.

When they penetrate the skin these grass seeds 
create a marked inflammatory reaction creating a 
large swelling, often with obvious puncture or entry 
point which can sometimes ooze infected material. In 
some cases the body will try and wall off the foreign 
material to protect its tissues from further trauma. 

Animals affected by grass seeds often become 
suddenly painful and they may lick or scratch at 
the affected area. Sneezing and bleeding from the 
nostrils is common when the grass seed is inhaled 
and shaking the head is usually seen if the grass 
seed went into the ear canal. Immediate attention is 
ideal with attempts to remove the grass seed which 
is best performed by a veterinarian. Especially where 
grass seeds are suspected to have entered ears, 
eyes or the nose of an animal, the animal will likely 
need sedation or an anaesthetic to facilitate removal.

Prompt treatment and removal reduces the risk of 
secondary infection and deeper tissue damage, as 
well as self-trauma to the area affected. If not treated 
promptly, the seeds can continue to burrow deeper 

into the fat or muscle tissues, through ear drums, 
into the back of the eye socket or even into body 
cavities and then affecting internal organs.  If you 
think your pet has a grass seed, try and prevent your 
pet from licking/scratching and further traumatising 
the area. Do not attempt to clean the ears if you 
suspect a grass seed as this may push the seed 
further into the canal. Contact your veterinarian to 
make an appointment for a thorough examination 
and removal of the seed. Most patients recover well 
after removal of a grass seed. 
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 GRASS IS not 
ALWAYS GREENER 

To prevent grass seed foreign  
bodies becoming an issue for 
your pet we recommend:

•	 Keeping	the	grass	short	on	your		 	
	 property.

•	 Avoiding	or	controlling	pets	in	long			
	 grassy	public	areas.	

•	 Always	checking	your	pet’s	paws	and		
	 coat	after	walking	in	long	grassy	areas.		

•	 Regularly	brushing	or	clipping	the	coat		
	 of	dogs	with	long,	fuzzy	or	curly	coats.	
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As veterinarians and pet owners we are dedicated to keeping our pets happy and healthy. Most 
pet owners become very astute at noticing changes in their pet’s wellbeing. However recognition 
of pain in animals can be very difficult. 
Essentially pain is defined as an individual’s reaction to a harmful sensory stimulus. The perception of pain is possible due to receptors 
called nociceptors. Nociceptors are located everywhere in the body and are specialised nerve endings that are trigged when harm comes to 
the body’s tissues. Nociception is found to be the same in all mammalian animals, including humans. We may all feel pain in the same way, 
however an individual’s reaction to pain may vary greatly and our perception of pain can be very different as well. 

The perception of whether an animal is in pain relies heavily on us recognising physical or behavioural changes in our pets. In animals, 
especially prey species (like rabbits and birds), pain is often hard to determine as it will be masked by the animal as an instinctive will to 
survive and not to be seen as being vulnerable. A lot of animals are incredibly stoic and instinctively do not show obvious signs of being in 
pain even when they are. Since they cannot communicate the level of pain with us we may not recognise the condition as being painful. 
Chronic pain may also be difficult to recognise as the body learns to compensate for and cope with the pain.  Each individual reacts to pain 
differently so it can be very difficult to properly assess how painful an animal may be and the intensity and duration of pain may affect the 
degree of response to the pain. The response to pain may be voluntary or involuntary in nature, but essentially a painful stimulus allows the 
body to react in a way to try and protect the body’s own tissues from further harmful stimulus. 

Pain can be associated with a traumatic injury, inflammation, infectious disease or degenerative illnesses. It can be classed as superficial 
or deep, it can be acute or chronic and involve any organ system of the body. The intensity and duration of pain affects the degree of an 
individual’s response. 

The most common signs of pain

Changes in demeanour –	animals	may	become	aggressive,	
vocal,	anxious	or	withdrawn.	This	may	be	a	sign	of	the	pain	or	a	
protective	mechanism	to	prevent	further	pain	from	occurring.	

Changes in energy levels	–	animals	will	often	become	
lethargic,	they	may	be	reluctant	to	follow	normal	routines	or	lack	
their	normal	enthusiasm.	Alternatively	they	may	become	restless,	
pacing,	panting	or	unable	to	settle	at	night.	

Changes in behaviour	–	aversive	behaviours	are	common	
when	animals	experience	pain.	This	may	be	seen	as	resisting	being	
touched	in	the	area	they	are	painful	or	avoiding	areas	which	they	
associate	with	when	the	pain	occurred.	In	these	cases	the	aversion	
may	be	become	a	learned	pattern	of	behaviour	and	result	in	long	
term	avoidance.	Examples	include	avoiding	litter	trays,	pet	carriers,	
types	of	food	or	food	itself,	and	even	avoiding	specific	environments	
like	vet	clinics.	Targeted	behaviours	are	also	common	where	an	
animal	reverts	to	self-trauma	to	an	area	which	is	causing	pain,	for	
example	dogs	licking	at	an	arthritic	joint	or	scratching	at	infected	
ears.	

Changes in routine	–	toileting	inside	or	in	inappropriate	
places,	not	wanting	to	exercise,	not	wanting	to	sleep	in	their	usual	
bed	or	jump	up	onto	furniture	or	bedding.	

Changes in movement	–	limping,	difficulty	rising,	downward	
dog	positioning,	stiffness	when	moving,	postural	changes	when	
sitting	or	standing,	can	all	be	signs	of	musculoskeletal	pain.	

Changes in appetite	–	lack	of	appetite	or	complete	anorexia	
can	be	the	result	of	a	painful	abdominal	condition.	

Evidence	of	any	injury	or	illness	that	results	in	one	of	these	
behaviour	changes	may	be	considered	to	be	a	painful	condition.	
If	you	see	signs	suggestive	of	pain	in	your	pet	investigation	and	
management	is	important	as	chronic	pain	is	often	more	difficult	to	
manage	and	behavioural	patterns	harder	to	change	the	longer	they	
go	on.	A	thorough	veterinary	physical	exam	with	or	without	the	aid	
of	diagnostic	tests	is	often	the	best	way	to	isolate	the	cause	of	pain.	

THE PAINFUL TRUTH -  
Recognising Pain in our Pets
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Developmental orthopaedic diseases is a group of conditions that 
arise from abnormalities in the bones or cartilage during growth. 
These changes can adversely affect the joints and surrounding 
soft tissues, altering the biomechanics of joints and resulting 
in pain and often lameness. The exact cause of most of the 
developmental orthopaedic diseases is unknown but the presence 
of disease is believed to be multi-factorial in nature. This means 
they often occur due to a combination of factors: genetics, poor 
nutrition, inappropriate exercise, trauma or immune system and 
hormonal changes may play a role in the occurrence of these 
diseases. Minimising the risk of these diseases occurring is 
focused on our understanding of how these factors affect bone and 
cartilage development. We most commonly think of developmental 
orthopaedic diseases affecting large or giant breed dogs, however 
medium and small breed dogs can also be affected by some of 
these conditions.   

The most common developmental orthopaedic disorders 
include osteochondrosis dessicans, panosteitis, hypertrophic 
osteodystrophy, legg-calve-perthes syndrome and pes varus. 

Bronson was examined and found to be painful in his left stifle 
(knee) and there was swelling associated with the joint. To further 
assess the cause of the lameness x-rays were performed. The 
x-rays showed a rather surprising and serious abnormality: 
Bronson was missing the medial (inner) femoral condyle. The 
femoral condyles are the ends of the femur that help form the top 
of the knee joint. This end portion of the bone within the joint, is 
covered by cartilage, the deeper layers of which gradually mature 
into bone during growth. The femoral condyles articulate (glide 
over) the tibial plateau of the lower leg so that the knee can bend 
and stretch with normal movement.  The absence of Bronson’s 
femoral condyle is a severe form of osteochondrosis dessicans. 

Osteochondrosis Dessicans – This condition is typically 
associated with young rapidly growing dogs, and males are 
more commonly affected.  The disease is associated with the 
inappropriate bone maturation and cracks forming in the thickened 
cartilage layer. The cracked cartilage causes pain within the joint 
when movement occurs and as it is weakened can even break 
off and become free floating cartilage fragments within the joint. 
Like a ‘pebble in a shoe’ these fragments cause chronic pain and 
irritation. Veterinary orthopaedic specialists can sometimes remove 
the fragments via arthroscopy, however in some cases despite 
the removal the incongruity of the joint and cracks in the cartilage 
mean that the joint will never be healthy. Arthritis inevitably forms 
in these joints and this reduced mobility and results in chronic pain. 
These individuals require long term management and Bronson 
has been referred to the orthopaedic specialists to have the best 
chance of regaining his comfort during mobility. 

Hypertrophic osteodystrophy – Is predominately seen in 
large and giant breed dogs. It typically affects multiple limbs and 
not only causes lameness but often results in fever, lethargy and 
poor appetite. The disease occurs due to absent blood supply to 
the growth plates at the ends of long bones. There is no specific 
treatment, and so symptomatic care is required. In some instances 
dogs will recover, however in most cases the prognosis is poor. 

Legg-calve-perthes – This condition is most common in small 
breed dogs. It is characterised by a hind limb lameness either in 
one or both legs with pain localised to the hip. The condition is the 
result of poor blood supply to the femoral head consequently the 
bone tissue of the femoral head and neck starts to die.  Surgical 
management is required to treat this condition. 

Pes varus – Results in a hind limb lameness and either one 
or both legs may be affected, common in breeds with short 
limbs such as dachshunds the disease occurs due to early and 
unsynchronised closure of the growth plates in the hind limbs.  
This means that the outer part of the limb continues to grow while 
the inside of the limb stops creating rotation of the paw inwards 
and a classical bow-legged appearance to the dogs affected by 
the condition. 

MEET BRONSON
OUR STAR OF  
THE SEASON
Bronson is a 5 month old male 
Staffordshire bullterrier. He was presented 
to the Doubleview Vet Centre after 
becoming lame in his left hind leg down at 
the park. He is a very playful boy and with 
some rest the lameness had improved but 
not completely resolved.
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For any more information on any of the articles seen in this seasons’ issue of ‘Paws For Thought’ contact the clinic on 9341 1200

www.doubleviewvet.com.au
doubleviewvet@iinet.net.au

Let us know your email address so we can send reminders and newsletters direct to you via email in the future!

WE ARE ALSO  
ON THE WEB

Rabbits are becoming increasingly popular pets, they are versatile, 
compact, and friendly when handled making them good companions. 
Rabbits are generally robust and healthy, and with good husbandry a 
lot of common diseases can be avoided. Diet is incredibly important 
for maintaining good health in pet rabbits. The diet not only influences 
gastrointestinal health but is also key to good dental health. A good diet 
can prevent many dental and gastrointestinal issues in rabbits. So what  
is a good diet? The diet must be balanced, nutritious and importantly high 
in fibre. The fibre content, structure and digestibility all influence the quality 
of the diet and contribute to the overall benefit to the rabbits dental and  
gut health. 

Rabbit’s teeth are open rooted which means they are continuously 
growing. The teeth are designed to grasp, scissor, crush and grind 
the food. Attrition is the process in which the tooth length is controlled 
through constant wearing down from direct tooth to tooth contact during 
chewing. This action is very important as it maintains the correct length 
and shape of the tooth’s occlusal surface. The type of food will also 
influence the sharpness of the enamel on the teeth as fibrous plants,  
grass and hay all contain lignin, cellulose and silicate phytoliths which 
have an abrasive action on the teeth. 

Dental disease in rabbits can be either genetic or acquired. Acquired 
dental disease is more common and is usually associated with poor 
diet, however lack of exposure to sunlight (vitamin D deficiency) or 
underlying metabolic bone disease can also play a role.  

Signs of dental disease include: behavioural changes, reluctance  
to eat or drink, slobbers (increased salivation), lumps around the 
jaw or face, discharge from the eyes or nose, grinding sounds, 
weight loss. Rabbits are incredibly stoic and early disease can 
easily be missed. Often once these types of signs are noted 
veterinary intervention and treatment is required. A thorough health 
check at the time of annual vaccination will help detect issues early and 
allow for intervention that prevents the problem from becoming too severe.  

A good diet for a rabbit would contain unlimited access to grass (including 
leaves, flowers and weeds), grass hay and a variety of vegetables 
predominately dark leafy greens. Not all hay is equal, legume hay like 
alfalfa and lucerne is high in calcium, calories and protein and can lead 
to obesity so grass hay is preferable. It is important to buy hay from a 
reputable source it should be dry and not dusty or mouldy and free of 

contaminants. Where rabbits are free-range in the backyard it is important 
that plants have not been sprayed with pesticides and leafy green 
vegetables should be washed prior to feeding. Non leafy vegetables and 
fruits should only be fed as treats in moderation. 

The problem with pellets and mixes is that they often do not contain 
enough indigestible fibre that supports gut motility. They are also higher 
in calories, promoting obesity. The small particle size means it is eaten 
quickly which results in reduced chewing adversely affecting dental health, 
also resulting in boredom. Rabbits can also become fussy eaters, picking 
out only their favourite things, which we all know are not always what is 
best nutritionally. 

Ravenous
Rabbits

A few facts you may not know about rabbits...
 

• A rabbits incisors (front teeth) can grow at a rate of 2mm a week! 

• Rabbits have a large appendix which has a very important role in their digestion. The  
   appendix (or caecum) of a rabbit contains a large number of bacteria which ferments    
   fibre, extracting and concentrating nutrients like amino acids and vitamins from foods  
           that are otherwise considered low in energy. This is then passed as a specialised  
    stool called a caecotroph. The rabbit eats the caecotroph in order to then obtain  
       all these nutrients as it passes through the gastrointestinal tract the second  
           time around. 

     • Rabbits can be trained to walk on a harness, use a litter tray  
                  and do tricks!

Rascally Rabbits

For further information on rabbit nutrition 
or to book your rabbit’s annual health 
check and vaccination, which includes a 
dental check, contact the Doubleview Vet 
Centre on 93411200.


