TWENTY PLUS YEARS EXPERIENCE WITH DM

My first experience with DM was in 1979.  A sweet little sable bitch puppy started having crusty scabs on her ears, face and feet.  Then one day she came in with the entire tip of her tail bloody -- almost like it had been skinned.  After several visits to the vet, we finally found a newly published article on "Sheltie Skin Syndrome" in a veterinary journal.  Later that year, after a C-Section and weaning a litter (which also had one affected puppy) the dam presented with similar symptoms.  When these two dogs were middle aged, I worked for a human dermatologist who had human clients with Epidermolysis Bullosa--EB (a syndrome somewhat similar to DM).  We snuck "Ria" into the doctor's clinic one evening after hours and did a skin biopsy on her.  Sent it off to the best human dermatohistopatholgist in the country and the report came back "…consistent with EB."  The only treatment options at that time were steroids and I didn't like the long term effects of those, so my two girls were both spayed and treated with Vitamin E and C, including Vitamin E creams.  Their symptoms waxed and waned with the seasons, being worse in the heat of the south Texas summer and better in what passed for the winter months down here.  Both girls lived to the ripe old age of 14 with no further problems from their disease.

I saw several other puppies that breeders had during the 1980's.  The crusty scabs of DM are not difficult to recognize once you've seen them.  I did have another sheltie diagnosed with fungal infection in 1990 that we could never clear up and we wondered if she might also have "Sheltie Skin Syndrome" but she died before we could find out for certain.  In March of 1998 I was fortunate enough to read an article in the Collie Club of America Bulletin about a drug therapy research program for DM being conducted by Dr. Christine Rees at Texas A&M Vet School.  I contacted Dr. Rees and had seven dogs biopsied at A&M, five of which came back positive.  I might mention that none of these dogs had the severe crusty weepy scabs that were associated with the disease in my first two shelties.  These dogs simply had hair loss, some more severe than others.  Only the oldest dog had any crusting scabs at all.  Two of them also had hair loss on the tail tip.  We started all five on Pentoxifyllene (Trental) which is a human medication Dr. Rees was doing a drug study on.  The ages of these affected dogs ranged from one year to 15 1/2 yrs.  All responded to the drug.  It seems the more recent the onset of symptoms (at least with my five) the better the chance of complete clearing. 

I am currently working with a group of dedicated doctors associated with Texas A&M University School of Veterinary Medicine in searching out the answers to DM in shelties.  We have started a breeding program here to help answer the questions of how DM is actually inherited, why are only some of the pups in a litter actually affected with the disease, and what is the DNA for this disease.  Breeding studies were done in collies, but not in shelties so far.   The dogs are kept at my house, treated as part of the family, any puppies produced are raised and socialized as if they were top show prospects thus hopefully ensuring excellent prospects for their future adoption.  After the studies are completed donated dogs will be spayed/neutered and placed in loving pet homes.  The only affected dogs that would be euthanized are those whose quality of life would be poor.  A separate update on the breeding studies is available as well.

We also need donations.  Of course, monetary donations top the wish list.  But if you don't feel you can send money then we can also use donations of food, treats, toys, bedding, leashes and collars to send home with the adopted dogs, Frontline Topspot, Interceptor or Revolution.  We have corporate sponsors of Purina and Pfizer to thank for donations of food and other supplies.

 DM is in our bloodlines, it won't go away and right now there is no way to predict what dog will be affected by it.  I've been lucky……I've not had a dog so severely affected with DM that it becomes difficult for that dog to eat or drink.  But the disease can be that severe and there are those among us who have experienced that.  If you suspect your dog may have DM (it can be as simple as a patch of missing hair on face, feet, legs, ears or tailtip) and want to know how to get a biopsy done, contact me.  Dr. Rees has written a biopsy procedure that you can take to your vet.  If you have a dog with DM that you wish to donate to the breeding research program, let us know.  If you just want more information about DM or you want to talk to someone who has dogs with DM, please feel free to contact me.
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