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A new movement today in medicine is the incorporate modern, Western medicine with the best of other forms of healing into a single more expansive, integrative medical system. This allows a broader basis of diagnostic and therapeutic modalities that can be applied to a given medical problem. In effect, it makes our medicine bag bigger.


Western medicine is great at diagnosing and treating acute disease. On the other hand, it is not always the best at preventing disease. Certainly, judicious use of vaccinations has helped protect against diseases of early life; but, short of this, modern medicine has not yet embraced methods to keep most diseases from happening, particularly chronic diseases like auto-immune disorders and cancer. Only now are diet, exercise and nutritional supplements being considered as part of health and physicians are beginning to encourage patients to seek help from less "traditional" medical systems.


Veterinarians have lagged behind this movement in human medicine toward integrative care. Of course there are a number of veterinarians who practice non-traditional forms of medicine; but most of these veterinarians do not practice conventional medicine as well as complementary medicine. This leads to a division in veterinary care rather than integration of this care. Hopefully, the movement toward integrative medicine will bridge the gap and bring both sides of traditional and complementary veterinary medicine together. Rather than to argue who has the best way to treat a patient, veterinarians can focus on how best to resolve any current disease and, then, how to keep the patient healthy in the future. This is, to me, the goal of integrative medicine. The controversy seems to be based upon the more recent desire to make medicine scientifically based and to remove the “art” from medicine. Unfortunately, you cannot do this. The science still needs the art and the art still needs the science for medicine to be great and to allow medicine to be responsive to both the client’s and patient’s needs. We can look at current trends in human medicine to see the need to consider integrating medicine and to work together to provide excellence in patient care.


Being natural or ancient does not make medicine good, but it also does not make it bad. As research is applied to the old medicines, we often find that they work exactly as originally described. Recent studies have confirmed the basic tenants of acupuncture. Using sophisticated function magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), a test which was clearly not available to the ancients; researchers have shown that stimulation of acupuncture points (AP) specifically stimulates various regions of the brain. Moreover, the stimulation is spatial, temporal and dependent upon the time of simulation used. While not all AP have been examined, fMRI was able to show that the AP used for analgesia results in activation of the brainstem regions involved in pain mechanism while non-analgesic AP did not activate these regions. So, we are now beginning to understand how acupuncture works on a neuroanatomic and neurophysiologic level because we finally have the tools to test how it works. Most Western practitioners accept transcutaneous nerve stimulation (TNS) as a valid treatment modality even though it is very difficult to use it in animals because of their hairy skin. Acupuncture, if nothing more, is a form of TNS (when coupled to electrical simulators) that gets around the problem of the animal’s hair-coat.


The importance of regular aerobic exercise in the prevention of chronic degenerative diseases should not be overlooked. Many studies in human beings have demonstrated improved muscle performance, memory and cerebral blood flow in patients who undertake aerobic exercise. Many of the goals of treatment in chronic neurodegenerative diseases are obtainable through regular exercise. Two forms of exercise seem the most useful: walking and swimming. Both have their merits and they may not be exclusive. A number of owners have reported that swimming assists dogs beyond the exercise of mere walking. Swimming generally increases muscle tone and allows movement without stress on joints. Walking, on the other hand, helps build strength, since gravity is involved. In older patients, particularly those with arthritis, gradually building the exercise program is important. In addition, allowing a day of rest between heavy workouts can help the patient recover faster from the exercise.


I recommend starting with 5-10 minutes of walking or swimming every other day for 2 weeks. Then, increase the length of exercise time to a goal of 30 minutes twice a week and a long walk of 1 hour once a week. If your dog already exceeds this limits, that is fine. However, remember to provide a day of easier exercise between vigorous workouts. This is particularly important as the patient gets older. It is sustained exercise which is important; walking in the backyard is not adequate. Many patients with chronic spinal disorders have remained functional because of exercise alone. We use to think that hospitalization was harmful to patients. We now know this is the lack of exercise which is harmful. Make sure your pet gets their exercise if they are hospitalized or kenneled for any period of time. 


Dietary and dietary supplement management of dogs has not received great attention. IN veterinary school most of us were taught that dogs should eat dog food and nothing but dog food. This is probably wrong for most pets, since they can lead much healthier lives if they are given the choice for balanced real food. Diet may have a powerful influence on the development of chronic degenerative diseases and new information suggests that dietary regulation might play a more significant role in the progression and development of diseases like Multiple Sclerosis (MS). Elimination of toxins from pre-processed food may assist in preventing a number of immune-related disorders. Diet might help in correcting this defect and allow the immune system in dogs to stabilize. Wild dogs were not meat eaters. They ate bodies, including intestinal contents (often laden with plants and plant materials). Dogs have evolved so that eating animal fats and protein do not cause them to suffer the same problems as human beings when eating these sources of saturated fats. Moreover, today’s dogs have evolved with human contact for over 18,000 years. During most of that time, dogs ate what we ate and have evolved around the food sources available. Commercial dog food is a fairly recent development, similar to fast-food outlets for human beings. We now know that fast-food is one factor in creating modern diet-related problems.


The human diet paradigm has recently been called into question, since for many people the Atkins’ diet was shown to be more effective at maintaining a good to bad cholesterol ratio better than the American Heart Association’s low-fat diet. By eating high levels of carbohydrate, human being suffer from fat accumulation which eventually leads to numerous vascular diseases, damages the immune system which leads to inflammatory diseases or cancer, develop wide fluctuations in serum glucose levels which can lead to diabetes, and suffer all the effects of obesity. Commercial dog foods, particularly dry food are based upon the outmoded human diet, in spite of the fact that dogs have no carbohydrate requirement if their diet is adequate in protein content. The only low-carbohydrate foods available are those for treating cancer, once it has developed. Does is not seem that low-carbohydrate food might also help prevent cancer development? Those are questions that beg to be answered.


Dietary supplementation is also relegated to the back of the shelf. We recognize that supplementation with chondroprotectants can help reduce clinical signs of oseteoarthritis. There are studies to support this. There are also studies to suggest that balanced levels of antioxidants (including vitamin E, vitamin C, vitamin A or beta carotene, selenium and vitamin B complex)  can be healthy and help control many chronic degenerative disorders. The current approaches to the treatment of chronic sinusitis and ear problems in humans are now being questions; since, although there is improvement initially, they continue to recur soon after the treatment. Now, investigations into the underlying causes are being sought in hopes of providing real long-term care. In many cases, changing the diet to eliminate allergens (like milk and milk products) and assisting the immune system to work properly are what appears to be needed. These same principles should be applied to chronic animal diseases.


Recently, veterinarians have begun to question our “ancient” vaccination regimens. As a result, new data clearly shows that there is little evidence for many of our current practices. The three main diseases in dogs, parvovirus, distemper virus and hepatitis virus, are probably the only vaccines that are needed by most dogs. If a puppy is appropriately vaccinated against these diseases (and develops a neutralizing titer), then no further vaccination with them is needed for the rest of the dog’s life. Remember that the diseases themselves provide life-long immunity. Those dogs who do not respond probably remain at risk for life. Other vaccinations may not be very effective at preventing diseases. Leptospira vaccination even if given every 6 months may not fully protect from disease. On the other hand, Leptospira vaccination often causes complications from the vaccination process. Most other vaccines are even less effective. Depending upon the region of the country or state the dog lives determines the risk versus benefit of vaccinating or not. Rabies vaccination is, however, a legal issue. Although the current rabies vaccines may be effective for many years, the results of current studies have not led to changes in legal vaccine requirement. In conclusion, vaccine practices need to be reviewed in light of recent findings and recommendation.

By opening our medicine bags widely, we can provide optimal veterinary care utilizing emerging new technologies while maintaining connections with older healing arts. Not all veterinarians can be trained in all new fields and specialization is needed. However, it is important for all veterinarians to be aware of advances in modern medicine, so that these new options can be made available to their patients by those who are trained to offer them. On the other hand, it is equally important that all veterinarians be aware of older healing methods so that they can offer their clients choices in care, when the alternative methods have evidence to support their usefulness in the animal’s condition and when they are available from people trained to deliver them properly. Integrative medicine is about choices. In some cases, Western medicine is clearly superior to older medicine; but, in many cases, it is not. Our continuing role is to know the times when each medicine is indicated, what the chances of success with each medicine is likely to be, and where to find the best medicine available. Working together as a network of veterinary care providers, we can offer clients and patients the best of both worlds through a comprehensive, integrated health care program.
