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Introduction

Infectious diseases remain a leading cause of emergency presentations and critical
illness in small animal practice. For busy clinicians and emergency veterinary staff, the
ability to swiftly recognize life-threatening infections and implement evidence-based
treatment protocols can make the difference between life and death for canine and
feline patients. Rapid decision-making, efficient triage algorithms, and clear treatment
guidelines not only streamline care but can also improve outcomes, mitigate
complications, and reduce hospital-acquired infections.

The clinical landscape of emergency infectious disease management is increasingly
complex. Emergent presentations are often characterized by non-specific signs,
rapidly decompensating physiology, and a narrow window of opportunity for effective
intervention. Conditions such as sepsis, parvovirus, pyothorax, and severe skin or
respiratory infections challenge practitioners to balance fast action with sound medical
judgment. Furthermore, changes in bacterial resistance patterns and a greater
understanding of pathophysiology have shifted standard approaches to diagnostics
and therapeutics.

This book is designed as a practical guide for clinicians—whether in referral centers,
emergency clinics, or general practice—who encounter these high-stakes scenarios. It
distills the vast body of research and clinical experience into concise chapters, with
emphasis on rapid assessment, stabilization, and empiric treatment. Each chapter
integrates clinical algorithms, decision-making flowcharts, and actionable protocols,
supporting the veterinary team from first presentation to definitive therapy.
Highlighting critical diagnostic steps, empiric antibiotic choices, and advanced
interventions such as vasopressor support, the book guides practitioners through the
acute management phase for the most common and deadly infections seen in dogs
and cats.

Equally important, the text underscores the significance of stringent infection control
measures. As zoonotic pathogens and hospital-acquired infections represent real
threats to both patients and staff, guidance is included on isolation protocols, proper
use of personal protective equipment, and decontamination procedures. In addition,
special attention is paid to client communication—an essential aspect of emergency
infectious disease cases. Owners must be informed quickly, empathetically, and
accurately in order to understand the gravity of the situation and participate in
decisions regarding care and referral.

Throughout these chapters, up-to-date references, clinical pearls, and pragmatic tips
help the reader navigate complex cases, avoid common pitfalls, and optimize patient
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outcomes. Whether confronting septic shock at midnight, stabilizing a critical
parvoviral puppy, or deciding when to refer a case of necrotizing fasciitis, this book
aims to be an indispensable resource at the point of care.

As the field of veterinary emergency medicine advances, so too must our approach to
the recognition and management of infectious diseases. Harnessing the latest
knowledge, innovation, and cross-disciplinary collaboration will ensure the continued
improvement of standards of care. By equipping clinicians with clear, rapid, and
effective protocols, this book strives to support the entire veterinary healthcare team
in their mission to save lives, protect the health of small animals, and safeguard staff
and public health.
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CHAPTER ONE: Overview of Life-Threatening
Infectious Diseases in Dogs and Cats

Infectious diseases are the bane of existence for veterinarians and pet owners alike,
often transforming a seemingly healthy companion into a critically ill patient within
hours. These stealthy invaders, ranging from ubiquitous bacteria to cunning viruses
and insidious parasites, frequently exploit vulnerabilities in our canine and feline
friends. For the emergency clinician, recognizing these life-threatening conditions isn't
just a skill; it's a superpower, a crucial ability that can dramatically alter the trajectory
of a case from dire to hopeful. This chapter sets the stage, offering a broad overview
of the most critical infectious diseases that demand immediate attention in small
animal emergency medicine.

The sheer diversity of infectious agents means that emergency presentations can
manifest in myriad ways, often mimicking non-infectious conditions. A dog presenting
with acute collapse could be suffering from severe hemorrhage, cardiac tamponade,
or, equally likely, overwhelming sepsis triggered by a hidden infection. Similarly, a cat
with sudden respiratory distress might be battling asthma, heart failure, or a fulminant
pneumonia. This diagnostic ambiguity underscores the need for a systematic
approach, one that considers the infectious differentials even when the initial signs
point elsewhere. Our goal here is to paint a picture of the common culprits and their
modus operandi, laying the groundwork for the detailed diagnostic and therapeutic
strategies discussed in subsequent chapters.

Sepsis, a term frequently tossed around in emergency settings, is perhaps the
ultimate manifestation of a dysregulated host response to infection. It’s not merely the
presence of bacteria; it’s the body’s own inflammatory cascade spiraling out of
control, leading to organ dysfunction and, if unchecked, to the dreaded septic shock.
Imagine the immune system, usually a loyal defender, suddenly turning rogue,
attacking its own tissues in a desperate, misguided attempt to quell an infection. This
systemic inflammatory response can be triggered by a wide array of pathogens, from
gram-negative bacteria releasing potent endotoxins to gram-positive organisms
shedding their cell wall components. The result is a complex dance of vasodilation,
microvascular permeability disruption, and activation of coagulation, all culminating in
a profound state of shock that threatens every organ system. Rapid recognition of the
subtle, and sometimes not-so-subtle, signs of sepsis is paramount, as early
intervention dramatically improves outcomes.

Beyond the generalized devastation of sepsis, specific infectious diseases frequently
land small animals in the emergency room. Take canine parvovirus, for instance. This
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viral juggernaut targets rapidly dividing cells in the intestinal tract and bone marrow of
young, unvaccinated puppies, leading to an almost apocalyptic scenario of severe
vomiting, hemorrhagic diarrhea, and profound immunosuppression. It's a gut-
wrenching disease, both literally and figuratively, characterized by rapid dehydration,
electrolyte imbalances, and an extreme susceptibility to secondary bacterial
infections. The virus’s environmental tenacity means it lurks in contaminated
environments, ready to ambush the next susceptible host. For the emergency team,
managing a parvoviral enteritis case is a marathon of aggressive fluid therapy,
antiemetics, antibiotics, and meticulous isolation to prevent its spread.

Then there’s pyometra, a potentially fatal bacterial infection of the uterus in intact
female dogs and cats. This isn't just a run-of-the-mill infection; it's an emergency,
often manifesting weeks after a heat cycle when hormonal changes create a bacterial
breeding ground. What makes pyometra particularly treacherous is its ability to
present in two forms: "open," with a tell-tale pus-like vaginal discharge, and "closed,"
where the cervix remains sealed, trapping the infection within the uterus and leading
to a more rapid and severe systemic illness. Imagine a ticking time bomb within the
abdomen, slowly releasing toxins into the bloodstream, leading to lethargy, anorexia,
vomiting, and, in severe cases, outright collapse due to septic shock. The treatment is
often swift and surgical: an emergency ovariohysterectomy, removing the infected
organ before it ruptures or causes irreversible systemic damage.

Another abdominal catastrophe that frequently presents as an emergency is septic
peritonitis, a virulent inflammation of the abdominal lining caused by bacterial
contamination. This can arise from a myriad of internal mishaps—a ruptured
gastrointestinal foreign body, a perforated tumor, a leaking surgical anastomosis, or
even a ruptured pyometra. The clinical picture is typically one of acute abdominal
pain, dehydration, fever, and rapidly progressing shock. The abdomen becomes a
hostile environment, filled with inflammatory exudates and bacteria, leading to a
cascade of systemic inflammatory responses. Diagnosing septic peritonitis often
requires a keen eye for subtle signs and a swift tap of the abdomen to collect fluid for
analysis. The treatment, much like pyometra, is an urgent call to arms, demanding
immediate surgical intervention to identify and correct the source of contamination,
followed by aggressive medical support.

Moving to other organ systems, respiratory infections can quickly escalate into life-
threatening emergencies. Severe pneumonia, for example, can be caused by a variety
of bacterial, viral, or even fungal pathogens. Dogs and cats with acute pneumonia
often present with profound respiratory distress, coughing, fever, and lethargy. The
lungs, vital for oxygen exchange, become inflamed and consolidated, impairing their
ability to function. These patients require immediate oxygen supplementation,
aggressive antimicrobial therapy, and vigilant monitoring. Similarly, pyothorax, an
accumulation of pus within the chest cavity, presents a dire emergency. This condition
often results from a penetrating wound, a migrating foreign body, or the rupture of an
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infected lung abscess, leading to severe respiratory compromise as the lungs become
compressed by the purulent effusion. Diagnosis typically involves thoracocentesis, the
aspiration of fluid from the chest, revealing a septic exudate. Treatment often
necessitates immediate drainage of the chest cavity and aggressive antibiotic therapy.

Canine leptospirosis is another infectious threat that often lands dogs in critical
condition. This bacterial disease, with its zoonotic potential, is often acquired through
contact with contaminated water or urine from infected wildlife. It's a systemic disease
with a particular fondness for the kidneys and liver, leading to acute kidney injury,
liver dysfunction, and a range of non-specific signs including lethargy, anorexia,
vomiting, and jaundice. The insidious nature of Leptospira means that the initial
clinical signs can be vague, but progression to severe organ failure can be rapid.
Emergency treatment focuses on aggressive fluid therapy to support kidney function,
specific antibiotics to eradicate the bacteria, and careful management of potential
zoonotic risks to veterinary staff.

Finally, while vaccination has significantly reduced its incidence, canine distemper
virus remains a formidable and often fatal foe, especially in unvaccinated or
immunocompromised dogs. This multi-systemic virus attacks the respiratory,
gastrointestinal, and neurological systems, leading to a bewildering array of clinical
signs. From fever, coughing, and nasal discharge to vomiting, diarrhea, and ultimately,
severe neurological manifestations like seizures and paralysis, distemper is a disease
of devastating proportions. There is no specific antiviral cure, making supportive care
the cornerstone of treatment. Managing a distemper case in an emergency setting
involves a delicate balance of fluid therapy, antibiotics for secondary infections, anti-
seizure medications, and meticulous isolation to prevent further spread.

This brief tour through some of the most pressing infectious emergencies highlights a
common thread: rapid recognition and aggressive intervention are non-negotiable.
While the specific pathogens and their targets vary, the underlying principles of
emergency management—stabilization, diagnostics, antimicrobial therapy, and
supportive care—remain universal. The chapters that follow will delve deeper into
each of these areas, providing the busy clinician with the tools and knowledge
necessary to navigate these challenging and often heartbreaking cases with
confidence and competence.
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