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What is Canine Distemper? 

Canine distemper (CD) is one of the 

deadliest diseases of dogs, second only to 

rabies in its impact. It is caused by the canine 

distemper virus (CDV) (Figure 1.), a highly 

contagious pathogen that not only affects 

domestic dogs but also wild carnivores such as 

foxes, jackals, raccoons, and even big cats. 

Because of this wide host range, distemper is a 

threat both to pet health and to biodiversity. 
 

Rosado., 2009 

Figure 1. Structure of Canine Distemper virus 

Puppies and young dogs that are not 

vaccinated are especially at risk. Once 

infected, the virus spreads quickly inside the 

body and can cause long-lasting or fatal illness. 

How Does the Virus Spread? 

CDV spreads mainly through 

aerosolized droplets, when an infected animal 

sneezes or coughs. Shared bowls, bedding, or 

even a handler’s clothing can also transmit the 

virus. In some cases, puppies can contract it 

directly from their mothers before birth. 

While the virus does not live long in 

hot or dry conditions, it can survive for up to 

two weeks in cool and shaded environments, 

which makes kennels and shelters particularly 

vulnerable. 

Recognizing the Symptoms 

The early signs of canine distemper 

often resemble those of common infections, 

which is why the disease can be overlooked 

until it is too late. 

Typical early signs include (Figure 2.): 

• Fever, tiredness, and loss of appetite 

• Watery eyes and nasal discharge 

• Coughing, sneezing, and difficulty 

breathing 

• Vomiting and diarrhea leading to 

dehydration 

As the disease advances: 

• Thickened skin on the nose and paw 

pads (“hard pad disease”) 

• Neurological problems such as 

seizures, muscle twitching, and loss of 

coordination 

• Eye problems like blindness or 

inflammation of the retina 
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In puppies, the disease can be fatal in nearly 

80% of cases. Even survivors may carry long- 

term nervous system damage. 
 

 
 

Figure 2. Symptoms of Canine Distemper 
 

 

Diagnosis: From the Clinic to the Field 

There is no single test that works in every 

situation, so veterinarians often use a 

combination of clinical signs and laboratory 

methods. 

• Blood tests can reveal low white cell 

counts. 

• PCR (polymerase chain reaction) 

detects viral genetic material with high 

accuracy. 

• Serological tests such as ELISA 

measure antibodies in the blood. 

• Immunohistochemistry and 

fluorescent antibody tests confirm the 

virus in tissue or cell samples. 

tests used in human medicine, can identify 

CDV antigens in samples like nasal or 

conjunctival swabs. They are easy to use, 

inexpensive, and give results within minutes 

making them especially useful in shelters, rural 

clinics, and outbreak situations where 

immediate decisions are needed. 

Treatment: Supportive, Not Curative 

Sadly, there is no antiviral drug that can 

cure canine distemper. Treatment focuses on 

keeping the dog comfortable and preventing 

secondary infections. This may include: 

• Fluids and electrolytes to prevent 

dehydration 

For quick, on-the-spot detection, lateral flow 

immuno assay strips have emerged as a 

valuable tool. These test kits, similar to rapid 
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• Antibiotics to control bacterial 

complications 

• Medications to reduce fever and pain 

• Anticonvulsants for seizure control 

• Nutritional and nursing support 

Even with the best care, recovery is uncertain, 

especially in puppies or dogs showing 

neurological symptoms. 

Prevention is the Key 

The most effective weapon against 

distemper is vaccination. Puppies should 

begin their vaccination course at six weeks of 

age, with booster shots every 3–4 weeks until 

at least 16 weeks. Adult dogs also require 

regular boosters to maintain protection. 

For most pet dogs, modified live 

vaccines (MLVs) are safe and effective. For 

wildlife or immune-compromised animals, 

recombinant vaccines provide a safer 

alternative. 

Alongside vaccination, strict isolation 

of infected dogs is essential, as the virus can 

be shed for weeks even after symptoms fade. 

Final Thoughts 

Canine distemper is a devastating yet 

preventable disease. With no cure available, 

vaccination, early detection tools like lateral 

flow immune strips, and good hygiene 

practices remain the best strategies to protect 

dogs and control outbreaks. 

For veterinarians, breeders, and pet 

owners alike, staying vigilant can make the 

difference between life and death for countless 

dogs—and safeguard wildlife that share their 

environment. 

−–   A simple vaccine and timely diagnosis can 

save lives. Protecting dogs from distemper is 

not just a responsibility—it’s a necessity. 
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