
ALSO IN THIS ISSUE:
•  Alcohol – As Toxins and 

as Antidotes

• Berries

This autumn/winter edition of Toxic Times looks at the dual aspects of 
alcohol: toxin and antidote, with Christmas parties on the horizon and  
the winter servicing of cars with antifreeze.

There is also a look at some of the 
berries around at this time of year that 
the ever- curious and insatiable dog will 
be tempted to eat.

A brief reminder of seasonal foods that 
may cause problems with pets is also 
included along with the 2017 CPD dates 
and locations.

As always, we would be very  
interested to hear from you on any 
subject, or if you have seen an unusual 
case of poisoning. Email us at  
info@vpisglobal.com

Extra copies of Toxic Times can be 
downloaded from our website  
www.vpisglobal.com

Welcome

Seasonal Foods: 
a reminder
Toxic Foods
Contact your vet for advice 
if your pet has eaten 
any of these foods.

•  Chocolate – never leave 
chocolate on or under 
the tree if there are pets 
in the home. This would 
include boxes of chocolates, 
chocolate advent calendars 
and chocolate yule logs.

•  Grapes and their dried 
fruit products (currants, 
sultanas, raisins) including 
Christmas pudding, Christmas 
cake and mince pies.  

•  Onions (and garlic, leeks, 
shallots and chives) including 
sage and onion stuffing. 

•  Alcohol 

•  Macadamia nuts

•  Leftovers, particularly 
mouldy foodstuffs 
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Cost and Bookings

Standard fee: £295 + VAT 
Early bird fee: £250 + VAT * 
Each delegate will receive course 
notes and a CPD certificate (equates 
to 6 hours CPD training). Lunch and 
refreshments are provided.

Bookings: If you would like to  
book a place please email us at  
admin@vpisglobal.com 

CPD: 2017 Dates and Locations
Key Areas Covered
 
January 18th London 
March 15th Birmingham 
May 10th York 
June 21st Bristol
July 19th Newcastle
September 6th London
October 4th Manchester
November 8th Cambridge

Key Areas Covered  
(six hours of CPD)

We’ll cover the following, with scope 
for the additional discussion of any 
particular agent or topic you would  
like included on the day itself:

•  Case histories for potential  
poisons cases 

• Decontamination for poisons cases 
• Toxicology information resources 
•  Common or tricky poisonings  

in cats and dogs 

Unsurprisingly, the VPIS sees an 
increase of antifreeze (ethylene glycol) 
cases during the autumn and winter 
months, as motorists prepare their 
cars for the drop in temperatures.

Antifreeze is added to engines neat, 
without dilution, diluted in a ratio of 
1:3 or 1:4, or as a ready-to-use, pre-
diluted preparation, which is generally 
50% ethylene glycol.

 The toxic dose for companion animals 
is alarmingly small: 1.5ml/kg for cats 
and 2ml/kg for dogs, and treatment 
should be given for any ingestion. 
Given the small amount needed to 
cause problems, a puddle or spill of 
antifreeze represents a real hazard 
to animals, especially cats with their 
nocturnal ramblings and unobserved 
behaviours.

 The fact that cats will hide in garden 
sheds, garages or other inaccessible 
places if they are injured or unwell 
means that the owner often does not 

see the cat in the early stages  
of antifreeze poisoning, which is the 
critical time for treatment to be given 
if there is to be a successful outcome. 
Cats who are found late or are late 
presenting are often too far along  
the toxicological time line to be saved,  
as renal failure had already occurred.

The initial signs, usually present 
within 30 minutes onwards, include 
vomiting and ataxia, tachycardia and 
weakness. At 12-24 post exposure, 
cardiopulmonary signs develop, along 
with renal impairment and uraemia.

Ethylene glycol itself has limited 
toxicity, but the products of its 
metabolism, glycoaldehyde, glycolic 
acid and oxalates, are extremely toxic 
and so treatment is aimed at blocking 
the action of alcohol dehydrogenase 
to prevent the formation of the 
toxic metabolites. This is achieved 
by administration of the preferred 
substrate: alcohol (ethanol).

Ideally a pharmaceutical grade 
of ethanol should be used. If not 
available, oral ethanol can be given  
or an IV solution made up using  
40% vodka.

Fomepizole is an alternative antidote, 
which works extremely well; however, 
cats require a much higher dose  
(6X dose) of fomepizole than dogs  
or humans and as a result therapy 
with fomepizole is very expensive. 

Antidotes should not be used in cats 
with renal failure. Antidotes increase 
the half-life of ethylene glycol and if 
renal damage has already occurred 
the kidneys may not be able to 
effectively eliminate it. 

Encourage owners to store  
antifreeze safely and mop up any 
spills immediately as antifreeze 
represents the agent causing the 
greatest number of fatalities in cats 
reported to the VPIS.

Alcohol: An Antidote

* Early bird discount applies to bookings made up to 8 weeks prior to the course date or for all customers on an annual contract



Alcohol: A Toxin

An interesting case….

 A 12 kg Cocker spaniel knocked over and broke a 
bottle of port (20% ethanol). The owner returned to 
find the dog was drunk with ataxia. By 1 hour after 
admission the dog was comatose with respiratory 
depression (down to 12 respiration/minute) and 
it developed hypothermia (36.4ºC at worst point) 
with congested mucous membranes. The dog was 
managed overnight with warming measures, IV fluids, 
and supportive care and had recovered by 8 hours.

Christmas is a great time of the year and should be fun  
for all the family, dogs included. Unfortunately, the safety 
of our pets if often overlooked by all the festivities going 
on in the household. One of the hazards we tend to forget 
about is the risk of alcohol to our pets.

Mischievous dogs may help themselves to alcoholic drinks 
when owners leave them unattended. Alcohol may also be 
given intentionally to pets by owners wishing to see what 
effect the alcohol may have. 

Following oral exposure, alcohol is very rapidly absorbed 
from the gastrointestinal tract where it acts as a CNS 
depressant. The exact mechanism is unclear but recent 
studies suggest that it may involve interference of ion 
transport of the cell membrane. 

The signs of ethanol intoxication are like those in humans 
but occur at much lower doses. Dogs can develop 
behavioural changes, vomiting, ataxia, drowsiness, stupor, 
and, in severe cases respiratory depression, hypothermia 
and collapse. 

Treatment of ethanol toxicosis is largely supportive. 
The induction of emesis and activated charcoal is not 
recommended as there is a possible risk of aspiration. 
Maintenance of hydration, body temperature and, 
ventilation are all important measures in treating an 
intoxicated dog. 

Dogs appear to drink many different forms of alcohol 
(e.g. beer, wines, spirits), but seem to have a particular 
fondness for the expensive Irish whisky and cream based 
liqueurs. Among the cases reported to the VPIS, nearly 50% 
of canine cases involved these types of drinks. Dogs may 
be attracted to the sweet, creamy taste of these products 
resulting in the ingestion of large quantities. 

Most animals do make a full recovery within 12-24 hours 
with supportive care. They may be depressed and lethargic 
(or ‘hungover’) during recovery. As with any poisoning, 
prevention is the treatment of choice. Owners should be 
made aware of the danger and consequences of alcohol 
consumption in the family pet and consider alcohol as  
a household poison. 
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Deck the halls...
As the leaves of deciduous plants fall there are still lots of berries to be seen. 
The tradition of bringing berries into the home for New Year (Nos Galan in 
Welsh) is still practiced although maybe not as much as bringing trees inside.

Many of these berries are good to look at, less good to eat. Dogs seem to take 
a fancy to them in their usual enthusiastic way with VPIS receiving dozens 
of enquiries every year about holly (Ilex aquifolium), cherry laurel (Prunus 
laurocerasus) and many other common and less common berries.

“Nos  
Galan”

Holly - Ilex aquifolium

Holly can cause – in dogs - 
hypersalivation, vomiting, inappetence, 
diarrhoea, lethargy and depression. 
Animals may also shake their head and 
smack their lips. 

Choking on the stiff leaves is also a 
potential hazard.

Cherry Laurel - Prunus laurocerasus

Cherry Laurel and more or less the 
whole Prunus genus could cause 
problems if large amounts are ingested – 
these species contain cyanide releasing 
compounds. If seeds are swallowed 
whole or only the flesh of the fruit is 
eaten, then no serious symptoms, 
other than gastrointestinal effects, 
are expected. If other plant parts are 
ingested, or if the seeds are chewed, 
serious symptoms may occur. The onset 
is very variable and may be rapid (1-2 
hours) or delayed; animals can die within 
a few minutes of onset of clinical signs  
or several hours later.

Beauty berry - Callicarpa bodinieri 

This is a shrub from China and Vietnam,  
a member of the Viburnum family.

Although the berries appear inedible, 
the VPIS has had 2 reported cases:  
one dog had vomiting and diarrhoea  
(a Chihuahua) and one did not have  
any clinical effects (a Labrador). 


