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One of the many reasons to love the lowcountry is the weather.  While the rest of the country is 

getting ready for fall, we know we have several more weeks of flip flop weather left! As much as 

I love our 7 months of summer, it is not always as enjoyable for our pets, especially those prone 

to itchiness.  Remember that summer as a child when you had a terrible case of poison ivy? 

Imagine if that lasted the entire summer and came back year after year. Unfortunately, that’s 

similar to what our pets experience if they have allergies. 

 

This time of year I get lots of calls for itchy dogs and cats.  There are many reasons that our furry 

companions will scratch and lick.   To keep things simple, the three main causes are flea 

allergies, food allergies and environmental allergies.  Some unlucky pets will have more than 

one. A good history from owners will usually help narrow down which of these is most likely.  

 

For those dogs suffering from flea allergies, many of them will have a specific pattern of 

itchiness.  They tend to be irritated from the waist down (this includes their back, back of their 

legs, inside of their thighs, tail and stomach).  Even if they are on a monthly flea preventative, 

the fleas on the islands tend to be pretty tough and laugh at most of the over the counter flea 

products.  For most of my patients, they need something a bit stronger such as Comfortis to 

control the flea population. This is especially important in the summer season but we must 

always remember that fleas remain active through our temperate winters.   

 

Of course, we cannot forget about our feline friends because if you have cats in the house that 

are not on any flea preventatives, they can be a big source of fleas even if they have never set a 

paw outside!  The other thing to remember is that your flea preventatives are only maximally 

effective if you are also controlling the fleas in your environment!  If your yard and/or house 

have fleas, the products will have reduced effectiveness and fleas can overpower 

them.  Remember - the fleas you see on your pet represent about 5% of the fleas in your 

environment.  It will take about 3 months of consistent flea prevention on your pets and your 



environment before you can get them under control.  If you suspect you have a flea allergy pet, 

contact your veterinarian to discuss the appropriate flea product for both your pet and your 

environment.  Your pet and your legs will thank you! 

 

Once you have ruled out a flea allergy by ensuring your furry friends are on good flea 

prevention, it is time to start looking at whether food or environmental allergies may be the 

culprit.  One way I like to investigate is to find out whether your pet is itchy all year round or just 

during a certain time of year.  If your pet is itchy all year round, we are more suspicious of a 

food allergy. On the other hand, if your pet only itches during the spring and summer, 

environmental allergy is more likely.   

 

Pets can develop a food allergy as they age so even if they have always eaten the same food, they 

can still be suffering from a food allergy.  If this is the case, a food trial with a prescription 

hypoallergenic food is the next step.  This can be obtained through your veterinarian; Royal 

Canin is one of my personal favorite brands.  Remember that all diets need to be introduced 

slowly and over a 7-10 day period to reduce stomach upset.  Also, be patient because it can take 

up to 2-3 months before you start to see a difference when eating a prescription diet.  During this 

time, your pets may give you the evil eye since only approved hypoallergenic treats will be 

permitted as any outside food can sabotage the food trial!   

 

For those pets that do not itch or lick at all during our short lowcountry winter, an environmental 

allergy may be to blame.  Just as we sneeze and get watery eyes when the cars are awash with 

yellow pollen, many pets are keeping their owners awake itching and licking all night!  They are 

not trying to practice sleep deprivation techniques but rather may be suffering from 

environmental allergies, also known as atopy.  For the pets with a mild case of allergies, daily 

over the counter anti-histamines such as Zyrtec or Chlorpheniramine may work however always 

avoid anything with a decongestant as this can have fatal side effects (not to mention Fido will 

act as if he’s had too many expresso’s).  For those of us whose pets cannot be controlled with 

Zyrtec, such as my dog, there are other medications that can help control the itching.  Drugs such 

as Atopica or Apoquel are specifically designed for allergy dogs.  Since they do not contain 

steroids, they can be used long term. However, any drug has side effects so we need to check 

their bloodwork every 6 months to monitor liver and kidney function.  We also have some 

fantastic dermatologists in Mount Pleasant that can run skin allergy testing on your pet to find 

the exact allergen to which your pet is allergic and then create a vaccine that you give at home 

which slowly helps reduce their allergies.  This can take a while to take effect but is a long term 

solution and great for those dogs that would otherwise have to be on chronic medications. 

 

Obviously there are more reasons that pets can be itchy such as mites, ringworm, and anxiety but 

the allergies discussed here are the most common that I see in the area.  If you have an itchy pet, 

make a note of when the itchiness occurs, where your pet tends to itch and if you have made any 

changes to food recently.  The more history you can give your veterinarian, the easier it will be 

to come up with a plan.  It will make the rest of the year more fun for your furry friend and less 

like that summer you had poison ivy!  

 

Dr. Barrett owns Island Veterinary Care, a Mobile Veterinary Practice serving the Charleston 

area.  For more information, visit www.islandvetcare.com or call 843-628-1941.  
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