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Sights set on genetic test 
By Jeanette Neufeld

cahfpets.caINSIDE

Researchers hope to extend the golden 
years for beloved pets by addressing a con-
dition causing blindness in senior dogs.

A Western College of Veterinary Medi-
cine (WCVM) research team is working to 
pinpoint the genetic cause of pigmentary 
uveitis (PU), a painful, inherited condition 
that commonly affects golden retrievers.

“When it gets to the point when it causes 
them to go blind, it’s very sad for [the 
owner],” says Dr. Lynne Sandmeyer, one of 
the WCVM’s veterinary ophthalmologists 
and the research study’s lead investigator.

Initial symptoms of PU may be redness 
and a little extra tearing. Using specialized 
equipment, a veterinary ophthalmologist 
can see the first signs of the condition, 
which appear as cysts. Gradually inflam-
mation develops, then adhesions inside the 
eye, which then promote development of 
glaucoma.

“It can be years of treatment and mainte-
nance before they go blind,” Sandmeyer says.

For breeders, the disease can be “devas-
tating,” she says.

Because the disease typically appears in 
older animals, dogs with the genetic condi-
tion may have been unknowingly bred 
many times before PU is detected.

As diagnosis of PU increases, golden re-
triever breeders have become vigilant about 
preventing the condition from being passed 
down to new litters of puppies, and have 
been highly supportive of further research.

This fall, Sandmeyer’s team will begin 
collecting genetic material for screening 
from a large population of dogs owned 

by breeders in Alberta, Saskatchewan and 
Manitoba.

The study, which received a 2019-20 
Companion Animal Health Fund research 
grant, involves ophthalmology researchers 
at the WCVM and the University of Califor-
nia, Davis (UC Davis).

They are capitalizing on information 
gained during a previous WCVM research 
project in which a student evaluated the 
exam files of more than 800 golden retriev-
ers. By tracing these dogs’ pedigrees, the 
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researchers were able to follow the disease 
through multiple generations. 

Using that information, Sandmeyer’s 
team is now looking for the specific genetic 
cause of the condition.

By figuring out where PU lives on the ca-
nine genome, the team hopes that a genetic 
test could one day be possible. This type of 
test could give owners and breeders peace of 
mind — and the ability to see what’s coming 
years before their beloved pet develops any 
clinical signs of the disease. 

 CHRISTINA WEESE

WCVM researchers are teaming up with breeders to pinpoint the cause of a condition that causes 
blindness in golden retrievers.
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Funds propel research for pets
By Rigel Smith

Have you ever wondered how veterinarians prepare tiny exotic pets for 
surgery or how scientists improve cancer treatment for pets?

Researchers at the Western College of 
Veterinary Medicine (WCVM) are explor-
ing these kinds of questions — thanks to 
the support of a research fund dedicated 
to the health of pets.

The Companion Animal Health Fund 
(CAHF), established four decades ago, is 
an integral part of research at the veteri-
nary college. The CAHF supports research 
targeting the health of companion animals 
such as dogs, cats and exotic pets.

This year the fund is supporting nine 
studies, worth $107,062, that focus on pet 
health issues.

Dr. Elisabeth Snead, the college’s as-
sociate dean of research, says the fund is 
invaluable to the WCVM’s research and 
graduate studies programs.

“You can’t overstate [its] importance in 
this college — you just can’t in terms of 
what [it] allows us to do,” says Snead.

The CAHF fund relies on private dona-
tions made by owners, community groups, 
businesses and organizations. Snead 
says it’s inspiring to see the diversity of 
people and organizations that support the 
WCVM’s research initiatives in compan-
ion animal health.

Many of the contributions are made 
through the fund’s memorial programs, 
with donations ranging from $10 in 
memory of a special pet “all the way to 
people who give very large donations,” 
says Snead. “It’s just humbling and it’s 
inspiring to see that, to be honest.” 

Nine projects of note
Nine research teams at the Western  

College of Veterinary Medicine (WCVM) 
have received more than $107,000 in fund-
ing to conduct vital companion animal 
health research.

What causes this agonizing, blinding and 
all-too-common golden retriever disease?
Drs. Lynne Sandmeyer and Stephanie 
Osinchuk, WCVM; and Dr. Rebecca Bel-
lone, University of California Davis.

Can a new device improve carbon dioxide 
monitoring in small animals?
Drs. Tanya Duke and Shannon Beazley, 
WCVM.

How can reducing measurement variation 
affect canine cancer patients?
Drs. Monique Mayer, Lesley Zwicker, 
Cheryl Waldner, Sheldon Wiebe and Brad 
Cotter, WCVM.

How can a head positioner improve treat-
ment accuracy of canine cancer?
Drs. Sally Sukut, Monique Mayer, Cheryl 
Waldner, Narinder Sidhu and Celina 
Morimoto, WCVM; and Dr. Andrew  
Alexander, Saskatoon Cancer Centre.

Can irrigation during surgery reduce 
nerve damage in dogs?
Drs. Danielle Zwueste and Koji Aoki, 
WCVM.

Is there a low-cost, low-maintenance  
option for supporting tendon repair?
Drs. Adrien Aertsens, Kathleen Linn, 
Cindy Shmon, Maria Podsiedlik, WCVM; 
Dr. James Johnston and Nima Ashjaee, 
USask College of Engineering.

How can radioimmunotherapy of IGF2R 
improve cancer survival rates in dogs?
Drs. Valerie MacDonald-Dickinson, Ryan 
Dickinson, Dale Godson and Charles 
Bosiclair, WCVM; and Dr. Ekaterina 
Dadachova, College of Pharmacy and 
Nutrition, USask.

Is a pathogen responsible for painful 
canine anal fissures?
Drs. Melanie Craven and Susan Detmer, 
WCVM.

Can additional oxygen increase bird safety 
under anesthesia?
Drs. Barbara Ambros, Karen Machin, 
Isabelle Desprez and Crystalyn Legg-St. 
Pierre, WCVM.

To read more about these 
research studies, visit cahfpets.ca.
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Today’s pet market offers more species 
of reptiles than ever before. But all too 
often, these popular pets are falling ill 
with completely preventable diseases such 
as metabolic bone disease (MBD) — a 
condition that often goes unnoticed until 
it’s too late.

For owners, what’s challenging is that 
the disease’s clinical signs can be subtle 
and look very different from one reptile 
species to another.

“The first thing that I notice is a crooked 
tail, or weakness or tremors,” says John 
Makaryshyn, a reptile hobbyist and 
breeder. “You pick them up [and they’re] 
just shaky when moving around.”

He often hears owners describe their pet’s 
condition as “lethargic” or “wasting away.”

MBD occurs when there’s an improper 
balance of vitamins, minerals, and nutri-
ents making up the reptile’s bones. Key 
factors are too much phosphorous, and 
low calcium and low vitamin D3 which 
regulate calcium absorption.

“If there’s not enough calcium in the 
bones, the bones are not as strong as they 
should be … sometimes the muscles 
can actually be stronger than the bones 
— depending on how much calcium is 
missing,” says Dr. Miranda Sadar, a former 

faculty member at the Western College of 
Veterinary Medicine (WCVM).

The board-certified specialist is now 
an assistant professor at Colorado State 
University’s Avian, Exotic, and Zoological 
Medicine Service.

“With weak bones, they are more prone 
to getting fractures so a classic presenta-
tion of metabolic bone disease is going to 
be fractures.”

Sadar finds that juvenile reptiles are the 
most likely suspects for MBD, and some-
times, it takes owners a long time — two 
to three months after purchasing their pets 
— to visit a veterinarian.

In many reptile species, vitamin D3 is 
produced by the skin after sunlight expo-
sure, which is replicated in captivity with 
ultraviolet (UVB) lighting. As well, some 
reptile species such as ball pythons can get 
adequate vitamin D3 from their diet.

Sadar prefers owners provide UVB 
lighting for their reptile pets. UVB bulbs 
also degrade over time, so bulb replacement 
every four to six months is important. It’s 
also important not to place glass or plastic 
between the light source and the reptile.

If a lack of UVB lighting isn’t the prob-
lem, insufficient calcium in a reptile pet’s 
diet is another common cause of MBD. 
Many feeder insects, such as crickets, are 
high in phosphorous and low in calcium. 
To compensate, Makaryshyn dusts his 
reptiles’ meals — crickets and fruit flies — 
with calcium and vitamin D3.

Sadar notes that the success rate for 
treatment of MBD varies widely from spe-
cies to species.

“Reptiles are amazing healers — it just 
takes them a little while to get there,” she 
says.

Not every case of MBD has a happy 
outcome, and in most cases, recovery 
depends on early detection.

Sadar strongly recommends regular 
wellness exams for reptiles. “If I could get 
every reptile [owner] to do that, it would 
be huge.” 

Gwen Roy, who received her Doctor of 
Veterinary Medicine (DVM) degree in 
2018, is a graduate student in the college’s 
Department of Veterinary Pathology.

cahfpets.caRead a full version of this article at:

Preventing metabolic 
bone disease in reptiles 
By Gwen Roy

 TARYN RIEMER

John Makaryshyn displays this female 
gecko’s full calcium sacs, which are 

found on the roof of the mouth 
 in crested geckos.

 GWEN ROY

 GWEN ROY



4 • Vet Topics • Fall 2019

Western Canada’s regional veterinary col-
lege is now home to Canada’s only PET-CT 
unit dedicated to clinical use in animals as 
well as for animal-human research studies.

The Western College of Veterinary 
Medicine (WCVM) celebrated the official 
opening of the Allard-Roozen Imaging 
Suite on June 7. The suite’s construction and 
purchase of the PET-CT scanner was made 
possible by a $2.5-million donation from 
Cathy Roozen, an Alberta businesswoman 
and philanthropist.

“We’re extremely grateful to Cathy for 
this very generous gift that is allowing this 
PET-CT suite to finally become a reality,” 
says Dr. Douglas Freeman, dean of the 
WCVM. “Her belief in our veterinary col-
lege’s ability to accomplish great things in 
the areas of oncology, medical imaging and 
One Health is a major motivator for our 
clinical and research teams.”

With this technology, USask joins a select 
group: only five other North American 
universities with veterinary colleges have 
a PET-CT unit available for clinical use in 
animals and for research studies.

A positron emission tomography-com-
puted tomography (PET-CT) scan com-
bines the information available from a CT 
scan — a three-dimensional X-ray — with a 
PET scan, which delivers information about 
the metabolic activity in tissues.

For example, PET-CT technology can help 
detect cancer, brain disorders, heart disease 
and infections before any anatomical changes 
are detectable by other imaging scans.

PET-CT technology relies on the use 
of radioisotopes. The new Allard-Roozen 
Imaging Suite is located only metres away 
from the Sylvia Fedoruk Canadian Centre 
for Nuclear Innovation where the short-
lived radioisotopes are produced in the 
centre’s cyclotron.

“There could be no better location for 
this new imaging suite,” says Freeman. “An 
on-site PET-CT scanner opens so many 
more opportunities for our researchers 
to collaborate with other scientists across 
campus and across the country on One 
Health studies.”

The new imaging suite will enhance the 
WCVM’s oncology services and support 

collaborative One Health research studies 
targeting animal and human health.

A PET-CT scanner increases capabilities 
of WCVM veterinary specialists to diag-
nose cancers and to determine their extent. 
Because cancer cells have a more rapid 
metabolism than normal cells, a PET scan 
enables veterinary oncologists to pinpoint 
abnormal cells much more accurately than 
they could with standard imaging tools.

Oncology studies in pets can also serve 
as a model for certain types of cancers that 
affect people, adding to the importance of 
these clinical trials.

“Our goal is to allow our patients to live 
longer, cancer-free lives,” says Dr. Monique 
Mayer, a specialist in radiation oncology 
and a professor in the WCVM Department 
of Small Animal Clinical Sciences. “With 
the addition of this machine, there are no 
longer any barriers to the type of treatment 
we can offer. I am so excited about the pos-
sibilities the new Allard-Roozen Imaging 
Suite opens for our research and our treat-
ment of patients at the WCVM.”  

PET-CT FIRST IN CANADA 
By Jeanette Neufeld

The college’s new 
PET-CT machine is 
helping pets get 
accurate diagnoses. RIGEL SMITH
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As part of the training process for the new imaging unit, 
clinicians and researchers offered PET-CT scans to two 
clients of the WCVM’s Veterinary Medical Centre (VMC). 
Having access to this highly advanced medical imaging 
proved beneficial for these first two patients.

Providing answers for Jack

Curing a mysterious infection

Jack wasn’t like all cats — his owner 
Melissa Hylkema describes him as a “really, 
really friendly cat” who was generous with 
his affection.

Hylkema, whose family runs a dairy farm 
near Hague, Sask., was referred to the VMC 
after Jack began displaying strange neuro-
logical signs — he wasn’t eating or drinking 
and one pupil was dilated.

She chose to pursue a diagnosis because 
of Jack’s personality and her connection 
with the gentle, patient cat. She owned him 
for his entire life, and the 11-year-old Jack 
loved to cuddle with Hylkema’s one-year-old 
daughter.

“I think any other cat wouldn’t be so recep-
tive to spending that much time at the vet and 
going through these procedures,” she says.

After check-ups from the WCVM’s neu-
rologist and ophthalmologists, the specialists 

narrowed it down to an issue with a nerve 
in his skull — but they were unable to tell if 
it was a tumour or another form of inflam-
mation. Ultrasounds, X-rays and bloodwork 
came up inconclusive.

By imaging Jack’s head and neck using 
the PET-CT, the clinicians could see a mass 
in the cat’s nasal pharyngeal area and detect 
that cancerous cells had spread to one of 
his local lymph nodes. They then took a cell 
sample using a small needleto determine the 
cancer diagnosis.

While the diagnosis wasn’t positive, Jack’s 
owners were able to better understand his 
disease and offer him palliative care to ease 
the end of his life.

“It helps that I wasn’t sitting around won-
dering if there’s something else I could have 
done,” says Hylkema.

Levi, a four-year-old boxer, has suffered 
from chronic infections since he was a 
puppy, and despite continued rounds of an-
tibiotic drugs, these infections would never 
fully clear up. His owner, Mark Forsyth, 
describes Levi’s symptoms as severe pain in 
his hind end.

“He could hardly sit down,” he says. Once, 
his right leg filled up, as if with water. “If you 
squeezed it, it was like a wet sponge.”

Forsyth, who lives in Oxbow, Sask., was 
referred to the WCVM by his local veteri-
narian.

By using the advanced PET-CT imag-
ing, WCVM clinicians located the source of 
infection.

Levi was suffering from a condition called 
discospondylitis, a deep bacterial infection 

in the spine. The disease can cause severe 
pain as well as nerve damage in dogs if left 
untreated.

Without the PET-CT scan, the WCVM 
team would have had to rely on multiple 
tests and other forms of medical imaging, 
potentially taking more time and subject-
ing Levi to more than one round of general 
anesthesia.

Levi’s clinical signs were also unusual, 
which added to the challenge of diagnosing 
his condition.

After making the diagnosis, clinicians sent 
Levi home to recover on an extended course 
of antibiotics.

“He’s doing good,” says Forsyth, who 
describes his dog as “laid back” despite his 
continued health challenges. 

CASES SHOW 
PET-CT’S 
POTENTIAL

The WCVM’s new PET-CT machine 
helped diagnose a brain tumour in a cat 
named Jack.

The WCVM’s PET-CT machine assisted 
clinicians in diagnosing a rare infection 
in a boxer named Levi.
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Probing cannabis’ 
potential benefits 
for pets By Kate Illing

 KATE ILLING

Cannabis products are increasing in 
popularity for treatment of every sort of 
ailment in people, and many dedicated 
users say they can help treat your pet, too. 
But are these claims valid? 

A research team headed by Dr. Al Chi-
coine, a board-certified veterinary phar-
macologist and assistant professor at the 
Western College of Veterinary Medicine 
(WCVM), aims to find out whether canna-
bis can be used to prevent a trying health 
issue in dogs and cats: chronic vomiting. 

If cannabis products can safely be used 
in pets to treat vomiting, they could be a 
useful tool for animal practitioners. While 
vomiting is associated with many chronic 
companion animal diseases, there are no 
drugs approved for long-term treatment in 
dogs or cats — veterinarians are limited to 
only a couple of options. 

Using cannabis to treat vomiting isn’t 
new. Medical researchers have been inter-
ested in tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), the 
major psychoactive compound in marijua-
na that provides its “high,” for many years. 

Based on recent research in rodents and 
some preliminary trials in human patients, 
scientists are hopeful that a non-psycho-
active chemical in cannabis, cannabidiol 
(CBD), could exert similar effects.

“Cannabis is a very complex plant with 
many different phytochemicals (biologi-
cally active compounds) associated with 
it, and we’re not really sure which specific 
component is exerting these effects or 
if they’re kind of working together as a 
team,” says Chicoine. “We still have to 
tease all of that apart.”

The team will also test how cats absorb 
CBD and THC in their blood and process 
the drugs in their bodies using a medical 
grade cannabis oil — similar to forumu-
lations used by consumers interested in 
a CBD-THC oil with very low risk of a 
“high.” Researchers plan to use a similar 
testing protocol for dogs participating in 
the study. 

“In terms of medical use of cannabis in 
[pets], we have very, very limited pub-
lished information,” says Chicoine.

This study aims to start filling in some of 
those gaps. These investigations will also 
provide basic information about the safety 
of using CBD oil in pets.

These preliminary studies could provide 
part of the justification that researchers 
would need to perform a more complicat-
ed study with client volunteers interested 
in using CBD oil to treat vomiting in their 
own pets. Clinical trials like these are one 
step required before Health Canada will 
approve CBD oil for veterinary use.  

So far, Canadian veterinarians can’t 
legally recommend or prescribe any can-
nabis products for pets, although they can 
discuss current research and how to reduce 
the risk of adverse effects with owners. 

If the results of this study are positive, 
does that mean pet owners will soon be 
able to pick up a prescription for CBD oil 
from their local veterinary clinic? 

Not quite, says Chicoine. 
“We’d still need further studies to really 

fine tune the dose regimen and the types of 
anti-vomiting uses for CBD oil in [pets],” 
he says. “This study alone is not going to 
provide all the answers, but it’s a good 
starting point.” 
Kate Illing of Rocky View County, Alta., 
is a second-year veterinary student at 
the WCVM. Her story is part of a series 
of articles written by WCVM summer 
research students.

cahfpets.caRead a full version of this article at:

Glitch, one of the feline 
participants in a study 
evaluating the use of 
cannabinoids to treat 
chronic vomiting
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Dermatology expertise: Dr. Allison Fos-
ter, a board-certified veterinary dermatolo-
gist, recently joined the Western College of 
Veterinary Medicine (WCVM) as a faculty 
member in the Department of Small Animal 
Clinical Sciences. In addition to teaching 
and research activities, she will operate the 
dermatology clinical service at the WCVM’s 
Veterinary Medical Centre (VMC). 

Blood donors needed: Does your pet love 
vet visits? The VMC is looking for more cats 
and dogs to be part of their blood donor 
program. Volunteers are asked to commit 
to four donations per year at the VMC with 
a potential for two additional emergency 
donations. For more information contact 
pawsblooddonor@usask.ca.

Managing parasites in pets: Brent Wag-
ner, WCVM parasitologist, was part of an 

expert panel that recently published new 
guidelines for Canadian practitioners man-
aging and treating problems related to ticks, 
worms and other parasites. These guidelines 
are available online at research-groups.usask.
ca/cpep/index.php.   

Comparative cancer research: The 
WCVM recently became the second Cana-
dian site with membership in the Compara-
tive Oncology Trials Consortium (COTC). 
WCVM medical oncologist Dr. Valerie Mac-
Donald was invited to apply for membership 
in the network of 20 academic comparative 
oncology centres, which is centrally man-
aged by the U.S. National Cancer Institute 
Center for Cancer Research. The program’s 
goal is to design and execute clinical trials 
in dogs with cancer to assess novel therapies 
for use in both animal and human cancer 
patients. 

RESEARCH IN PRINT A roundup of WCVM-related companion animal research articles 
that have been recently published in peer-reviewed journals. 

Bits & Bites

Veterinary student Emma Thomson 
with Asha, one of the WCVM’s canine 
blood donor volunteers.

 RIGEL SMITH
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