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Abstract

Canine distemper is a serious and highly contagious viral disease that can affect a dog’s respiratory,
gastrointestinal, ocular and nervous systems. Street dogs may be particularly vulnerable because of
inadequate vaccination, malnutrition, stress and close contact with other dogs. Common warning signs
include fever, eye and nasal discharge, coughing, vomiting, diarrhoea, muscle twitching, poor
coordination and seizures. As these symptoms can overlap with other diseases, including rabies,
suspected cases require prompt assessment by trained veterinary personnel. There is no single
treatment that reliably cures canine distemper; management focuses on supportive care, hydration,
nutritional support, control of seizures, treatment of secondary infections and intensive nursing where
necessary. Safe isolation of sick dogs, appropriate hygiene and vaccination of healthy animals are
essential for outbreak prevention. Community members, veterinarians, rescue organisations and local
authorities can work together to ensure early reporting, humane handling and timely treatment.
Compassionate, evidence-based action can protect affected dogs and reduce transmission within the
wider community.
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A street dog with fever, eye discharge,
coughing, twitching, seizures, or difficulty
in walking may have canine distemper
infection. This is a serious and highly
contagious disease in dogs.

Canine distemper is not a reason to
panic or abandon an animal. But it is a
reason to act quickly, isolate safely and
seek veterinary help.

There is no single treatment that
reliably cures canine distemper. Early
supportive and symptomatic treatment,
good nursing care, treatment of secondary
infections and vaccination of healthy dogs
can save lives and reduce outbreaks.

What is canine distemper?
Canine distemper is a viral disease

that can affect a dog’s breathing, stomach
and intestines, eyes, skin, and nervous
system.

It spreads mainly through close
contact with an infected dog and respiratory
secretions such as nasal discharge. Puppies,
unvaccinated dogs, weak dogs, and dogs
living in crowded conditions are at highest
risk.

Street dogs are  especially
vulnerable when they are unvaccinated,
undernourished, injured, stressed, or living
near many other dogs.

Warning signs of distemper

Distemper can look different in each
dog. Early signs may be mild, but the
disease can worsen over days or weeks.
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Look for:
o Fever, tiredness, or refusal to eat

o Watery or thick discharge from the
eyes or nose

o Coughing or breathing difficulty
e Vomiting or diarrhoea

« Thickening or cracking of the nose
or footpads

o Muscle twitching, especially of the
face or legs

e Poor
circles,
paralysis

coordination,
head tilt,

walking in
weakness, or

e Seizures or repeated fits

A dog with twitching, seizures, sudden
aggression, paralysis, difficulty
swallowing, or unusual behaviour must be
handled with special caution. Do not
assume every neurologic case is distemper;
rabies and other factors must also be
considered and assessed by trained
veterinary personnel.

What citizens should do

1. Do not ignore the dog

If a community dog is sick, contact
a veterinarian, animal  ambulance,
municipal animal-health service, or reliable
rescue group as soon as possible.

Take a clear video of signs such as
coughing, twitching, poor walking, or
seizures. This can help the veterinarian
assess urgency before transport.

2. Keep the dog away from other dogs

Do not allow healthy dogs,
especially puppies, to share food bowls,
bedding, transport, or sleeping areas with a
sick dog.

If the dog can be moved safely,
place it in a separate, quiet, shaded area
with clean water. Do not bring a suspected
distemper dog into a general shelter or
home with unvaccinated dogs.
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3. Do not handle an unsafe dog

A frightened, painful, paralysed, or
neurologically affected dog may bite
without warning. Do not try to catch the dog
with bare hands.

Use trained rescuers for safe capture
and transport. Any bite or saliva exposure
should be treated seriously and managed
through local medical and public-health
guidance.

4. Do not give random medicines

Do not give human medicines,
leftover antibiotics, steroids, painkillers, or
anticonvulsants without veterinary
direction. Incorrect medicines can worsen
dehydration, liver and Kidney injury,
bleeding, or neurologic problems. Do not
force-feed a dog that is weak, vomiting,
choking, or unable to swallow properly.

5. Help healthy dogs get vaccinated

The most important long-term
protection is vaccination. Encourage
vaccination ~ of  clinically  healthy

community dogs, particularly puppies and
new dogs entering a rescue facility.

A vaccine does not cure a dog
already ill with distemper, but it helps
protect healthy dogs from future infection.
What veterinarians can do

Veterinarians play a central role in
both treatment and outbreak control.
Confirm the likely diagnosis

Distemper can resemble other
diseases. A veterinarian may use clinical
examination, blood tests, imaging, and RT-
PCR testing from suitable samples such as
conjunctival, nasal, or urine samples.

At the same time, the veterinarian
should consider other causes of neurologic
or respiratory disease, including rabies
where relevant.

Stabilise and support the dog

There is no single antiviral medicine
available that reliably cures canine
distemper. Treatment focuses on helping
the dog survive the illness and preventing
complications.
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Veterinary care may include:
o Fluids and nutritional support

e Treatment for dehydration,
vomiting, diarrhoea, or fever

e Antibiotics  when secondary
bacterial infection or pneumonia is
suspected

e Care of the wound caused by
repeated seizures

e Oxygen support or nebulisation for
severe respiratory disease

o Pain relief

e Anticonvulsant treatment  for

seizures

e Intensive nursing care, warmth,
hygiene, and monitoring

Some antibody-based treatments have
shown promising result as an addition to
standard supportive care. Their availability,
evidence base, and suitability for an
individual dog should be determined by the
treating veterinarian. They do not replace
hydration, nutrition, nursing care, seizure
control, or treatment of secondary infection.
Dogs with only early systemic signs
may recover well with timely care. Dogs
with severe pneumonia, repeated seizures,
paralysis, or advanced neurologic signs
have a more guarded prognosis, but each
case should be assessed individually.
Protect the wider dog population
Veterinarians and rescue
organisations should separate healthy,
exposed, and sick dogs.
Important measures include:
e A dedicated isolation area for
suspected infectious cases

o Separate bowls, bedding, leads,
crates, footwear, and cleaning
equipment
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o Staff movement from healthy
animals to sick animals—mnot the
reverse

e Cleaning  before disinfection,
because dirt and organic material
reduce disinfectant effectiveness

o Recording cases by location, age,
symptoms, vaccination status, test
result, and outcome

e Vaccinating healthy dogs
immediately on admission to
shelters, ABC centres, and rescue

facilities  according to an
appropriate core-vaccination
protocol

When a humane decision may be needed
A positive distemper test alone is
not a reason to euthanise a dog. Some dogs
recover and can live comfortably after
treatment.
However, a veterinarian may need to
discuss humane end-of-life care if a dog has
uncontrollable pain, severe breathing
distress, repeated uncontrolled seizures,
irreversible suffering, or no realistic chance
of comfort.

For community dogs,
decisions must be humane,
documented,
applicable
procedure.
community response can prevent an
outbreak

The best time to prepare for
distemper is before an outbreak begins.

Residents, feeders, schools, housing
societies, rescue groups, and local bodies

these
carefully
and made according to
local law and veterinary

can help by:
« Knowing the nearest veterinary
hospital and animal ambulance
number

e Reporting sick community dogs
early
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e Supporting vaccination of healthy
dogs

e Avoiding overcrowding in rescue
spaces

« Not relocating sick dogs into areas
with healthy dogs

e Sharing  accurate  information
instead of fear or rumours

A sick street dog needs compassion,
careful handling, and professional help.
Early action protects that dog—and many
others in the community.

Sources
Merck  Veterinary = Manual:  Canine
Distemper

WSAVA 2024 Vaccination Guidelines

Animal Welfare Board of India;: ABC Rules
Handbook

Dr. Ravi Kamani

»

B Veterinarytodayinternational@gmail.com

www.veterinarytoday.in

752|Page
Vet Today | Vol.4 | Issue 10 Oct | 2026


https://www.merckvetmanual.com/infectious-diseases/canine-distemper/canine-distemper
https://www.merckvetmanual.com/infectious-diseases/canine-distemper/canine-distemper
https://wsava.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/WSAVA-Vaccination-guidelines-2024.pdf
https://awbi.gov.in/uploads/regulations/174073563011ULB_HandBook.pdf
https://awbi.gov.in/uploads/regulations/174073563011ULB_HandBook.pdf

