Canine Cancer: What Berner Owners Can Do

By Nancy Melone, Ph.D.

There are approximately 72 million companion dogs in the United States. Each year, 1 million of these dogs develop cancer. It is likely that a Berner owned by at least one person reading this article will be among those dogs that develop cancer this year.  Being informed about cancer and maintaining a watchful eye on your Berner’s health can save or extend your dog’s life.

According to canine cancer researcher, Cheryl London, DVM, Ph.D, Diplomate, ACVIM (Oncology) and Shackelford Professor of Veterinary Medicine at Ohio State University, the general themes in veterinary cancer prevention are similar to those in human cancer prevention —early detection, risk reduction and use of new, advanced therapies. Indeed, these themes have been responsible for the unprecedented reduction recently in human breast, colon and lung cancers. Since many cancers that dogs get are similar to those that occur in people, especially children, there is no reason why the same strategies cannot be applied to veterinary cancer prevention, making a proactive dog owner a critical part of the veterinary cancer prevention team. Here are Professor London’s suggestions for helping you become proactive in the fight against cancers affecting our breed.

Clearly, there are actions that pet owners can take both to reduce the risk of certain cancers and to aid their dog if he is diagnosed with the cancer. Prevention is key. Prevention consists of three basic strategies: 1. spay/neuter your puppy before they are sexually mature; 2. head off health problems early and 3. keep your dog in good condition with regular exercise and sensible eating. By spaying (before the first heat cycle) or neutering your dog you can prevent mammary and testicular cancers later in the dog’s life. In the case of males, neutering also prevents prostate enlargement later in his life.  Unless your dog is part of a responsible and educated breeding program, there is little reason for not sterilizing your dog. The second point, head off problems early, is motivated by the fact that cancer is most often curable in early stages. If you find a lump or bump, Professor London advises Berner owners to “always get a diagnosis.” Typically, this involves obtaining a fine needle aspirate or biopsy of the lump or tissue and sending it to a pathology laboratory for diagnosis. If it turns out to be nothing, you will be relieved. If the pathology report comes back as a cancer, the early diagnosis will give your Berner a much better chance of fighting the cancer.

What else can Berner owners do as part of their dog’s cancer prevention/awareness program? 

Be aware of any changes in your dog’s appetite, weight or energy level. Be on the alert if your Berner should begin to drink excessive amounts of water or urinate frequently. Take time each week to examine your dog’s body for lumps or bumps. This can be done as part of your regular routine of stroking, massaging, brushing or bathing him. Don’t forget to look inside his mouth for any masses or growths. If you see or feel something unusual, have your Berner seen immediately by your veterinarian. Don’t wait until his annual appointment. Similarly, don’t forget yearly health examinations. Your veterinarian is educated to spot warning signs that the average dog owner may miss. Make a list of items that you wish to discuss with your veterinarian, and take the list with you to the appointment.

As your pet ages and is at greater risk for cancer, consider having your veterinarian perform annual blood work (e.g., a complete blood count and a chemistry panel) and perhaps a chest X-ray or abdominal ultrasound on your senior dog. When you visit your veterinarian, give your veterinarian a detailed health history of your Berner. Most veterinarians understand that in the course of living with a dog, the dog owner gains insights about the dog’s general health that cannot be detected easily in the timeframe of the average office call.

If the laboratory results come back as a cancer diagnosis, consider all of your options before deciding on a final treatment plan. Again, Professor London emphasizes that cancer is most often curable in the early stages.
