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Arthritis
What is it?

The term arthritis comes from the latin arthron – meaning joint and the greek -ites – meaning inflammatory disease. Although the end result of the condition is pain from the joint the original cause of the problem can be varied.

What types of arthritis are there? 

· Degenerative – the most common form of arthritis found in animals. This includes arthritis due to old age, over-use of joints and trauma related. It can also include some cases of arthritis in young animals that can be due to underlying developmental problems that occur whilst the animal is still growing.
· Immune mediated – the most common type of arthritis in people. This can include types of arthritis such as rheumatoid arthritis which is actually very uncommon in animals. More frequently seen forms of this disease include Lyme disease arthritis and systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE).
· Septic – these are joint infections that are not seen that frequently considering the number of injuries that occur to joints from road traffic accidents and bite wounds.
· Miscellaneous – these can include reactions to drugs and other disease conditions.

Why do our pets get it?

The most common reason that our pets develop arthritis is due to old age or trauma to the joint. The primary cause may be obvious e.g. an accident causing a torn cruciate ligament, or may be more subtle with no obvious factor that triggered the problem.

How does it present when our pets have arthritis?

The main problem with arthritis is pain from the joint. This often shows up as stiffness in the joint, especially when the joint has been rested for a period of time. Acute cases may present as an animal that will not walk on a limb, may hold it up or may be lame when walking. Chronic cases may just present as an animal that is increasingly reluctant to exercise over a period of time. Remember it may be that more than one leg is affected and so the animal may not be able to just hold up the bad leg on its own.
How can we diagnose arthritis?

Usually this is a combination of clinical signs that may be detected at an examination or sometimes it may be suspected by the history that the owner describes. If confirmation is required this can take the form of xrays, blood tests, joint fluid analysis or arthroscopic examination of the joint or surgery. Unfortunately some times the diagnosis may just tell us what is happening at the present moment and not what caused the problem originally. 

What does arthritis look like?
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Are all joints affected by arthritis?

All joints can be affected by arthritis but some are more commonly affected than others. The most frequently affected joint are the hip, knee, ankle and elbow joints, along with the joints of the spine. The effects of arthritis can vary depending on the joint e.g. elbow arthritis is more debilitating than knee arthritis.

The severity of the arthritis can vary from patient to patient, probably due to genetic reasons and also the cause of the arthritis and the animal’s lifestyle. Some breeds of dogs, such as Boxers, can have very marked spinal arthritis at an early stage of life. However they can cope very well and so sometimes despite the signs on visible on xrays the animals are very comfortable.

What affect does exercise and weather have on an arthritic pet?

Exercise affects arthritic joints dramatically. It is important to get the correct balance between keeping the joints moving and preventing stiffness and not over stressing an arthritic joint. Arthritic joints tend to be more comfortable when they are warmed up and therefore the worst time is after a period of rest.
Damp weather is not good for arthritic joints as it causes the lining of the joint to become sticky and uncomfortable. This problem is made much worse if it is combined with cold weather. Therefore we tend to find that arthritic patients are more uncomfortable during the winter compared to the summer.

How can we make our pets comfortable?

The current best way to manage your arthritic patient is to create an individual plan that is suitable for your pet. This includes looking at diet, weight control, exercise management, anti-inflammatory drugs, physiotherapy (including acupuncture and laser treatment), nutraceuticals, essential fatty acid supplements, disease modifying drugs, stem cell therapy and other treatments.
Ensuring that your pet does not carry excessive weight is very important. The extra stress that is put onto an arthritic joint can lead to more rapid deterioration of the arthritis.

An exercise programme that maximises the use of the joint whilst minimising the trauma to the joint is the ideal plan. This needs to be tailored to the individual and therefore may vary from patient to patient. It may also need to be altered depending on the weather and other factors.

The long-term aim is to try to reduce the dependence on strong medications to the minimum. However they are extremely useful for short term control to enable the patient to become mobile and for longer term control when the arthritis has progressed. They also have a use when there are breakthrough problems with pain, this may occur for example during a sudden cold snap in the winter.

Physiotherapy has a very important role in helping to maximise the performance of the joints. This tends to be a specialised area and it is best to contact a specialised animal physiotherapist for advice. 

Nutraceuticals are a large range of products that are readily available for the human patient. They include supplements such as chondroitin sulphate and glucosamine. The benefits are not always predictable and can vary from patient to patient and from product to product. The theory is that these products supply the components that are involved in cartilage repair. In the laboratory situation they appear to work well. However there is a lot of debate as to whether these products actually get into the joint in the live animal; and so the results may not be as good in your pet as you would expect. The quality of the product can also vary tremendously as they are less strictly regulated than pharmaceutical drugs. In general you get what you pay for so choose a good quality supplement.
Essential fatty acids are very useful for help with inflammatory conditions such as arthritis. They are found in products such as Evening Primrose oil, fish oil, borage oil and hemp oils. Again it is important to get a good quality product to get the best results. They tend to take a long time to penetrate the joint and so results may take several weeks to become visible. However they are safe and have minimal side effects compared to stronger drugs. 
Certain commercial diets contain these components and can take the guesswork out of controlling arthritis. We recommend Hill’s JD diet as being one of the best.

What is the long term consequence of arthritis?

Arthritis is a chronic progressive disease that will usually only get worse. However the clinical signs do not always follow the progression of the disease. It is therefore possible to have arthritis for several years before it severely affects you pet. By trying to approach the problem from several different angles it is possible to get good control of the arthritis despite the fact that the disease is progressive.

Can surgery help with arthritis?

It really depends on the cause of the arthritis as to whether arthritis may respond to a surgical treatment. Joint instability due to a torn cruciate ligament will certainly improve with surgery and therefore surgery may help slow the progression of the arthritis.
In some cases where there is severe arthritis that is poorly responsive to treatment it may be possible to fuse the joint permanently. This is dependant on what joint is affected as not all joints can be fused successfully. It is important to remember that if this option is chosen then there is no going back once the surgery has been performed. However by fusing the joint the pain from the arthritis may be quickly removed giving the pet a new lease of life.

Summary
Arthritis is a common disease that will affect nearly all pets at some stage of life. By creating an individual plan that looks at a wide range of treatments it is possible that your pet can live to have a good quality of life despite the progressive nature of the disease. 

On xrays arthritis appears as fluffy edges to the contour of the bone. Certain parts of joints show arthritis up more easily than others. The arrows point to fluffy new bone that has been laid down within the joint. These are called osteophytes and indicate arthritis.





In this case there has been damage to the joint surface of a knee. The normal smooth cartilage (large arrow) has been replaced by damaged cartilage and osteophytes (small arrows). This new bone is not smooth like the normal cartilage and has an increased blood supply due to the inflammation that is present.
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