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Welcome to the
Winter edition
of Toxic Times
Welcome to the Winter edition of Toxic Times,
which concentrates mainly on hazards associated
with the Christmas period. The separate poster
has been designed to be displayed in waiting
rooms and will hopefully make owners think or
be more aware of things which could potentially
be left lying around for their pets at this time
of year.
The hazards are covered in more detail in this edition
of Toxic Times, so that you can give owners who contact
you some idea as to whether the animal needs to be
seen in the surgery.

There is also a section highlighting the issue of toxic jerky
treats, made from meat originating from China, with cases
so far only being seen in the US, Canada and Australia.
The BVA, VPIS and Pet Food Manufacturers Association
are all aware of the situation and will be monitoring any
suspected cases.
Finally, a small section on ideas for improving and
expanding our follow up of cases-the ones you know how
to deal with and for which you don’t need to contact us.
Wishing you all a Very Happy Christmas and let’s hope
the Labradors don’t discover where the chocolate advent
calendars are hidden!
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Christmas
Hazards
Christmas can be a busy and chaotic time
with large quantities of food and presents left
unattended. Curious pets, particularly dogs,
may investigate and eat gifts (including edible
ones) left under the tree, food in the kitchen
or chew on plants decorating the house.

TOXIC FOODS
Chocolate
If there are dogs in the household or visiting over
Christmas do not put any chocolate under or on the
Christmas tree; the temptation may be too great.
Chocolate contains a chemical very similar to caffeine,
which dogs do not tolerate very well.
White chocolate is generally not a risk but even a
relatively small amount of dark chocolate can cause
agitation, hyperexcitability, tremors, convulsions and
problems with the heart.
Dogs will obviously not unwrap chocolate and can eat a
very large quantity. The wrappers are not toxic but could
cause obstruction of the gut.
Grapes and dried vine fruits
(currants, sultanas, raisins)
Grapes and their dried products (currants, sultanas
and raisins) are toxic to dogs. Ingestion of even a small
quantity can cause severe kidney failure. Don’t forget
this will include food items that contain dried fruits

such as Christmas pudding, Christmas cake and
mince pies. Be aware that chocolate-coated raisins
are available so there is the additional risk of chocolate
toxicity with these.
Onions (and garlic, leeks, shallots and chives)
Onions, garlic, leeks, shallots and chives all belong
to the Allium species of plants. They can cause toxicity
even when cooked. Initially there can be gastrointestinal
signs with vomiting and diarrhoea but the main effect is
damage to red blood cells resulting in anaemia. This may
not be apparent for several days after ingestion. Foods
to avoid at Christmas include sage and onion stuffing.
Alcohol
Dogs may help themselves to any alcohol left
unattended including wine and liqueurs and it can
cause similar signs in them as it does in their owners
when drunk in excess. Dogs can become wobbly and
drowsy and in severe cases there is a risk of low body
temperature, low blood sugar and coma.
Macadamia nuts
Macadamia nuts can cause lethargy, increased body
temperature, tremor, lameness and stiffness in dogs.
Be aware that chocolate-coated macadamia nuts are
available so there is also a risk of chocolate toxicity
with these.
Leftovers
If there is any food left over at Christmas, be careful to
dispose of it promptly and appropriately. Mouldy food
(including yoghurt, bread and cheese) can contain
toxins produced by the mould that cause rapid onset
convulsions in dogs.

CHRISTMAS GIFTS
Silica Gel
Silica gel comes in small sachets
and is often found in the packaging
of new shoes, handbags, cameras
or electrical equipment. Although
it is labelled “Do not Eat” it is
considered to be of low toxicity
Christmas decorations
Decorations made of plastic, paper
or foil are of low toxicity although
may obstruct the gastrointestinal
tract. Glass decorations could pose
the risk of a mechanical injury to the
mouth and gastrointestinal tract.

CHRISTMAS PLANTS
Poinsettia (Euphorbia
pulcherrima)
Poinsettia has the reputation of
being a toxic plant, but this has
been greatly exaggerated. It can
cause irritation to the mouth and
stomach with hypersalivation and
sometimes vomiting.
Holly (Ilex species)
Although the plant is considered to
be of low toxicity, ingestion of holly
berries (Ilex aquifolium) may result
in gastrointestinal upset.
Mistletoe (Viscum album)
The plant is considered to be of low
toxicity. It is likely that reports of
alarming effects refer to American
mistletoe (Phoradendron flavescens)
and not European mistletoe (Viscum
album). Ingestion of the berries
of European mistletoe may cause
gastrointestinal upset.
Christmas Trees
These trees are considered to
be of low toxicity. Ingestion may
cause a mild gastrointestinal upset
and they could cause mechanical
obstruction or physical injury
(some needles are sharp).

Ivy (Hedera species)
The ivy used in wreaths and
decorations is Hedera helix (not
Toxicodendron radicans, the
American poison ivy).
Ivy may cause gastrointestinal
upset when ingested. Where there
is significant or prolonged skin
contact, Hedera species can cause
both irritant and allergic contact
dermatitis.
Lilies (Lilium species)
Many households will have lilies at
Christmas, and all parts of this plant,
even the pollen, are extremely toxic
to cats and cause severe kidney
damage. Lilies are not hazardous
to dogs and may cause only mild
gastrointestinal upset if ingested.

Wrapping or crepe paper
Ingestion may cause staining of
the mouth which may look alarming,
although the toxicity is considered
to be low. Ingestion of a large
amount may cause obstruction
to the gastrointestinal tract.
Candles
Although candles, even scented
ones, are considered to be of
low toxicity, ingestion could
potentially cause obstruction
or a choking hazard.
Pot Pourri
Ingestion of pot pourri causes
significant gastrointestinal effects
in dogs. These may last several
days even after the material has
passed through the gut.

Toxic treats in North
America and Australia
The US Food and Drug Administration reports it has linked illnesses from
jerky pet treats to 3,600 dogs and 10 cats since 2007 in all 50 US states
and six Canadian provinces. About 580 pets have died.
The FDA’s Center for Veterinary Medicine has run more
than 1200 tests, visited pet treat manufacturing plants
in China and worked with researchers, state labs and
foreign governments but still has not determined the
exact cause of the illness.
Pets develop inappetence, decreased activity, vomiting
and diarrhoea within hours of eating treats sold as jerky
tenders or strips made of chicken, duck, sweet potatoes
or dried fruit. Severe cases have involved kidney failure,
gastrointestinal bleeding, and a rare kidney disorder
(Fanconi’s syndrome).
In Australia, a questionnaire survey of veterinary
surgeons identified 108 affected dogs. All had been fed
the same brand of dried chicken treats, made in China,
for a median of 12 weeks. Common presenting signs
included polyuria/polydipsia (76%), lethargy (73%),
inappetence (65%) and vomiting (54%). Common
biochemical ﬁndings included euglycaemia (74%;
71/96), hypoglycaemia (23%; 22/96), acidosis (77%;
20/26), hypokalaemia (45%; 38/84), hypophosphataemia

(37%; 28/75) and azotaemia (27%; 23/85). In addition
to discontinuation of treats, 64 dogs received medical
treatment, including intravenous ﬂuids (52%) and oral
electrolyte, amino acid or vitamin supplements. Six dogs
died or were euthanised. Two dogs were necropsied.
Histopathological ﬁndings consisted of proximal
tubular necrosis accompanied by regeneration. Time to
resolution of clinical signs in 35 survivors available for
follow-up was <2 weeks (n=8), 2–4 weeks (n=2), 5–7
weeks (n=5) and 2–6 months (n=10).
Some of the products involved in America were Nestle
Purina PetCare Co’s Waggin Train and Canyon Creek
Ranch treats, and Del Monte Corp’s Milo’s Kitchen
Chicken Jerky and Chicken Grillers. The cause of the
illness remains unknown. There appear to have been
no reports so far of UK or European cases.
The BVA have stated that the Pet Food Manufacturers
Association is monitoring the issue, and any cases
brought to the attention of the VPIS will be reported
to them.

Follow Up Questionnaires/Information
We are always thrilled with the rate of response for
our Follow-Up Questionnaires, and the information you
provide enables us to expand our case history data and
gather details on agents where there is little published
literature.

the enquiry so that we can then send a follow-up
questionnaire, or report to us once the case has resolved.

There are, of course, many times where you do not
need to contact us, as you already know how to manage
specific poisonings, but we would still very much like to
receive the details of the case, and to that end, we are
currently investigating ways that this can be achieved.

We would very much like to hear your views on the best
way for us to capture this information, especially for
cases such as grapes and raisins, or onions so that we
can gain a fuller picture of the extent of the problems
involved. We are also very keen to hear about poisoning
in animals other than cats and dogs.

Some ideas to date have included ways of ‘spontaneous
reporting’ using a function of the VPIS website, where
you could enter the details of the case at the time of

Alternatively the use of a free online survey software
program such as Survey Monkey might be a possibility.

Please feel free to email us at Info@VPISglobal.com
about this, or any other issues or concerns.
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