
NARRATION

The battles, the doubts, the fears, go on and on about vaccinations.  Are all the shots we get safe?  Which ones can you do without?  Which ones can't you?  If you don't get your shots, are you putting your friends at risk?  What if your neighbors don't get their shots?  According to a recent C.S. Mott National Poll, 9 out of 10 parents rank vaccine safety as the most important topic in children's health research today.   By comparison, you might think that pet shots would be a snap.  After all, imagine what would happen, if we did not vaccinate our dogs:

(LASSIE MUSIC UP)

JUNE LOCKHEART VOICE:  Lassie, here Lassie, good girl.

LASSIE (WHINE WHINE)

JUNE:  Oh, Lassie, I’m so glad you’re up to date on your rabies shots.

LASSIE (WHINE WHINE)

JUNE.  Wait, Lassie, you’re not up to date on your rabies shots.

LASSIE (GROWL, GROWL)

JUNE:  Lassie!  What is the white foam coming out of your mouth!

LASSIE (GROWL, SNARL GROWL)

JUNE:  No, Lassie girl, No!

MUSIC CRESCENDOS AND FADES

NARRATION

Dogs and cats need rabies shots, plus shots for distemper and whatever other shots your vet recommends.  That's why I thought pet guardians in Boulder, and pet owners everywhere else, take dogs and cats to the animal clinic every year, for updates on their shots.

But then, back in 2009, I signed up to get acupuncture and spinal adjustments for our creaky-jointed, 10-year old labrador retriever, named Brian.  This does reveal my personal bias.  I live in Boulder, and I get acupuncture for our dog, from a Longmont Veterinarian named Dave McCluggage.

MCCLUGGAGE

Almost readjusted here, completely.

ME

Brian, lie down.  Good boy.

McCLUGGAGE 

Your’e a wiggle worm!  He says ‘I know I am.’  That tail is going a hundred miles an hour.  Dogs always like the acupuncture.  

NARRATION

Acupuncture, for dogs, sounded like an interesting story, but McCluggage said he had a better one that involves what he thinks about vaccinations.  Which is this:  Once a pet has finished all its puppy or kitten shots, he believes it doesn’t need boosters.  In other words, McCluggage says, that first, “childhood” series of shots probably protect a dog or cat for life. This makes McCluggage a very unusual, and controversial vet.  He says that for him, it started like this:  

MCCLUGGAGE & SHELLEY

M

A long, long time ago I was thinking of buying a veterinary clinic.  It was a one-doctor clinic.  I found out he didn’t think it was appropriate to vaccinate dogs that were over 8 or 10 years of age.  And I thought, well, that’s weird.  This guy is awfully odd.  And then I came to realize later on of course, that all vaccines are good for life.

S

Is it just because dogs don’t live as long?  Like humans, do we need vaccines more often?  What’s going on here?

M

Mostly, vaccines for people are good for life.  Sometimes not completely good for life.  Like the polio vaccine we used to think was good for life.  The polio vaccine.  It’s good for maybe 50 years.  But mostly vaccines are good for life.  There are vaccines that aren’t good for life, like tetanus vaccine, for lockjaw for people, that they recommend every eight years right now.

S

But dogs, they don’t live long enough for cells to forget what the vaccines did.

M

That’s exactly right.  They’re not living those long periods of time.  They’re living much shorter periods of life.  Probably the best way to look at it is, are dogs getting these diseases very much and the answer is no.  They’re really not.  There’s lots of people that don’t get these shots for their dogs.  They just don’t have the money to do it, and these dogs are not picking up diseases.  So there’s a good clinical trial going out in the general population.  Plus nobody’s really ever shown in any study that vaccines are not good for life.  The immunity persisted.

S

In dogs.

M

Right.

S

What do you think, Brian?.  

BRIAN

PANT, PANT PANT

NARRATION

Before giving any vaccine, McCluggage says that it’s important to weigh its risk-benefit ratio.  

MCCLUGGAGE with Shelley

M

What you have to do is you have to say to yourself, is the benefit outweighing the risk of adverse effects from the vaccine.

S

With humans, we’re told the adverse reactions are incredibly, incredibly rare.  Is that the case with dogs?

M

Well, It’s probably not as rare, in my mind, as people say, to start with.

S

You mean, with humans?

M

Yes.  With people.  With people, if something happens in the first hours or day or week after the vaccine was given, they might look at those things.  If the problem occurs months down the road, they assume it’s due to something else.

S

It starts to blend in with all the other possibilities.  Are dogs like people in how long it takes for the adverse reaction to show up, or is it more obvious?

M

I think that the typical reaction takes a long time, with a person or a dog.  Not the immediate ones.  The long term problems are like where we get an autoimmune reaction due to the vaccine.  A thing called the glomerulus in the kidneys can plug up with the proteins.  Part of the kidney tissue dies off with each vaccine.  So each year, year in and year out, as you keep giving vaccines, you slowly get more kidney disease.  Without the vaccine being given, you don’t get the glomeruli disease developing.  That’s just one example.  There are lots of causes of glomeruli disease.  

S

What are the symptoms.  Skin problems?

M

For that one, the symptom is just kidney failure.  But it happens literally when the animal is 10, 12 years of age, and the vaccine’s been given forever.  You never know that it ever occurred.  You also, when you mentioned skin disease . . . Personally I believe that all skin allergies in dogs are worsened with repeated vaccines.

S

In other words, it might not cause the skin allergy necessarily, but It adds to the autoimmune conditions that are building up.

M

Right.  The allergy is something that is genetically predisposed to.  From there, how much you develop depends on the diet and whether they’re vaccinated.  Those are the two biggest things.

S

With all this that you’ve said,  Dr. Dave McCluggage, do you ever vaccinate pets?

M

Oh, yes.  We think it’s important to use vaccines.  We look at the need for the vaccine.  If we have a disease that number one could kill the animal.  And then, two, we look at whether the vaccine works to prevent that.  Those are the basic criteria that you should use for a vaccine.  REINSERT PART ABOUT HEP VACCINE.  Does the vaccine kill and is the vaccine likely to stop a disease.  There are diseases that are like that.  Parvo and distemper, common diseases.  Distemper and parvo, commonly seen, can kill the animal, likely to kill the animal if they get it, and the vaccines are incredibly effective at stopping it.  So those are excellent vaccines.

S

How often do you give them?

M

We give those vaccines as puppies, then we’ll give them their last puppy shots at 16 weeks of age.  And then a year later, we’ll either revaccinate for distemper and parvo.  Or we’ll run titer tests to see if the immunity worked that first time.

NARRATOR

A titer test is a way to measure biomarkers in the blood.  Basically, McCluggage was saying that rather than “guessing” about whether on not a pet’s immunity has started kicking in, an animal doctor can do a blood draw, then analyze whether the sought-after immune system markers are at the right level to protect against disease.  This means that if a titer test shows immune markers are high enough, the next standard shot in a vaccination series might be skippable.  It the titers are low, the animal might benefit from one more shot than vets typically give.  Or if titers for general inflammation markers are starting to rise, it might mean that the shots are creating an autoimmune reaction, and the pet needs a gentler and more drawn-out vaccination schedule.  McCluggage says that all this can be part of tailoring the puppy or kitten series of shots to fit the animal.  And usually, he says, the tailoring and shots, can all be done in the animal’s first year of life.

S

How about after the first year.

M

After the first year, we don’t do anything else.

UNEASY CAT & DOG MUSIC UP . . . 

NARRATION

Now, in this story about animals and vaccinations, let us take a few . . . paws . . , to consider what appeared at the time to be the wildly controversial viewpoint from this animal doctor.  After a puppy finishes all its puppy shots for rabies, distemper and parvo, David McCluggage doesn’t recommend any more shots.  No annual boosters.  Not even three-year boosters.  He’s been doing this for at least a decade, and he says that his dog and cat clients don’t come down with distemper or parvo.   He adds that he’s seen fewer allergies, and fewer pets with kidney failure.  

MUSIC ABRUPTLY STOPS

But what about boosters for “The” disease?  The one that pet owners fear the most?

(LASSIE THEME SONG UP)

TIMMY VOICE:  Oh, Lassie, good dog.   

LASSIE (WHINE WHINE)

TIMMY:  I’m so glad you’re up to date on your vaccination shots.  Especially - rabies.

LASSIE (PANT PANT WHINE WHINE)

TIMMY.  Wait, Lassie, I see you’re not up to date on your rabies shots.

LASSIE (GROWL, GROWL)

TIMMY:  Lassie!  What’s that white foam coming out of your mouth!

LASSIE (GROWL, SNARL GROWL)

TIM:  No, Lassie, No!  (Theatrical Screams deteriorating into Monty Python screams)

MUSIC CRESCENDOS AND FADES

NARRATOR

Rabies in American pets is incredibly rare.  The only recent cases in Colorado have involved a horse and a cow.  Those are animals that get rabies so rarely, hardly anyone gives them rabies shots.  This horse somehow, freakishly got infected by maybe a rabid bat or a skunk.  Something similar must have happened to the cow.  On the other hand, it’s easy for dogs and cats to catch rabies.  That’s why rabies shots are mandatory for them, and it has made a difference.  At the dawn of the 20th century, hundreds of Americans died every year from rabid dog or cat attacks.  These days, maybe one or two Americans a year gets rabies . . . usually from rabid bats.  There are rabid raccoons.  Rabid fox.  In Colorado, rabid skunks are on the rise, and all these wild rabid animals can interact with pets, which then, interact with us.  It we stopped vaccinating dogs and cats, human rabies cases would skyrocket.  So, if David McCluggage doesn’t give booster shots for distemper or parvo . . . 

SOUNDS OF BRIAN AT THE VET

SHELLEY & McCLUGGAGE

S

What about rabies, where if a pet contracted that disease, it puts all kinds of other creatures, including pet guardians, at risk?

M

Rabies is required by law.  So we don’t really need to worry too much about that because you just have to do it.  But, to go into the specifics about your question, rabies hasn’t been seen in Colorado in 40 some years in a dog or cat.  The reason it’s rare in dogs or cats is because the vaccine works so well.  Almost all dogs and cats get at least one rabies or two rabies shots.  That is often all they get in the poorer sections of the population.  

S

And that’s enough to hold most dogs and cats for life.  Or maybe all of them. 

M

Well, it seems to, because we have all these animals that have had a rabies shot or two, but not anything more than that, and there’s a lot of wildlife rabies.  And none of the dogs and cats are getting rabies.  So they must be protected for an extended period of time.  

NARRATION

McCluggage says that official vaccine research does not confirm his observation but that’s probably because no lab has ever tested rabies vaccines long enough.

M

The rabies vaccine is licensed to be good for three years.  The reason it’s been licensed is that they did an extensive study that showed it’s good for three years.  The criteria for that study was 100% of the test animals remained free of rabies for three years.  Meaning there was no sign of waning of the immunity at the end of three years.  And so they licensed it for three years at that point.

NARRATOR

If someone ever did fund a 10-year rabies study, McCluggage says it would probably show that for ten full years, the puppy and kitten shots give 100% protection.  If the study lasted 15 years, it’d probably show full protection for 15 years.  If someone ever did similar studies with distemper and with parvo vaccinations,  McCluggage says those would probably demonstrate lifelong protection as well.   Now he does recommend the three-year rabies boosters, as required by law.  But to minimize an animals's overall risk of adverse reactions, he doesn’t give other boosters, such as for distemper and parvo.  And he doesn’t give any of what he calls, “lifestyle” shots.  Take the bordatella vaccine that’s often required if your pet’s lifestyle includes an occasional boarding kennel.  The bordatella shot is supposed to protect against kennel cough.  McCluggage says it doesn’t.

MCCLUGGAGE

Bordatella is a bacteria.  That organism causes less than five percent of what we call kennel cough.  Kennel cough is just a common term meaning upper respiratory illness, or cold.  Ninety five percent of the colds or upper respiratory diseases in dogs are viruses that we’re not vaccinating for.  Only five percent of them include bordatella.  We’re using the vaccine for an exceptionally unlikely event.

NARRATOR

Back in 2009, McCluggage said that some pets have come to him with a history of crazy vaccinations.  For instance, he said, you can get a pre-bite, just-in-case rattlesnake vaccine -- he says that's silly -- it’s risking more adverse reactions from the shot -- and if a dog ever does get bitten, the vaccine doesn’t make any difference.  Then there’s a vaccine for Lyme disease.  That’s an East Coast tick disease that's not in Colorado.  He said another dumb one was the vaccine for a diarrhea-causing ailment called giardia.  McCluggage says the vaccine can GIVE a dog giardia.  And he mentioned gray area shots, such as leptosporosis, and feline leukemia.  He says they do protect against illnesses.  But these diseases are generally uncommon, they’re treatable, and the risks of adverse reactions from the shots are high enough, they don’t pass his risk-benefit test.

As for vets who give booster shots for those common, dangerous diseases of distemper and parvo, he says it’s okay that they give three year boosters.  But there’s no excuse for annual shots. 

MCCLUGGAGE & Shelley

M

Even the American Animal Hospital Association and the American Veterinary Medical Association have all said these vaccines seem to be good for at least three years.  But they’re still doing them once a year in the veterinary community.  And they do them for a number of reasons that I guess you would call practice management reasons. They’re using these vaccines to pull animals in the door, and they say that will save more animals, because when the animal comes in for yearly shots, they can do a physical, they can find problems, they can update a client on health issues.  All those things are important to do.  But we differ on our philosophy.   I refuse to give the vaccine to draw them in the door.  I just say I need to see them routinely.

S

You think that it’s not just a matter of wasting vaccines, but it actually hurts pets.  It hurts dogs and cats to have too many vaccines?

M

I think it hurts the animal to have too many vaccines, and it shifts the consciousness of the owner to think they’ve done everything they need to by giving their animal a vaccine.  They get a reminder card that says we need to get your dog in for the vaccines.  What they need to be doing is telling people that we need to get your dog in because we need to check teeth all the time, check joints all the time.  Shift to the real health concerns, instead of I’ve done everything I need because I got my dog vaccinated again.

S

Do very many veterinarians share your perspective?

M

The veterinarians at universities would not quibble with what I’m saying.  All the researchers would agree with what I’ve been saying.  The veterinarians in practice would say  I’m overstating how much they hurt the animals.

S

Are you going to get in trouble if we broadcast this?

M

It’ll be controversial.  People will be talking to me about this.  Yes.  The general information I’m giving out has been known for some time.  The specifics would vary.  The way that it’s interpreted would vary by the doctor and the research and the general practitioner.  But the basic information is accurate that vets are vaccinating because they’re worried more about the general health of the animal, and they think vaccinations are harmless.  And I think the vaccine can be harmful, and it’s more important to get the pet in for a basic exam.

NARRATION

McCluggage says that pets would be better off with fewer shots.  But, what if he was just some kind of hippie vet who's making up statistics?  Or what if -- after all, he is a vet -- so what if vaccination is just his "pet" peeve?

PET MUSIC UP - CATS IN DANCE OF THE SUGAR PLUM FAIRIES . . . FADE IN AND UNDER . . . 

It was time to do some animal vaccination investigation.   And an obvious place to sniff out answers was one with a lot of pets.

REAL PET SOUNDS UP

Every year, the Boulder Valley Humane Society takes in over 8,000 animals.  They do a great job finding homes for them.  Nationwide, only 60 percent of shelter animals get adopted.  At the Boulder humane society it's more like 90 percent.  As part of making this happen, this humane society makes sure all their animals are healthy.  So if you ever take a tour, you won’t come home with a nasty bug.  

SOME SOUNDS OF ANIMALS WANTING TO COME HOME

Although you might come home with an adorable pet  Like this one  . . . and this one . . . and this one . . . and this one (say a few more times, and fade down)

Humane societies take care of so many animals, they have to stretch every penny, so they're not into vaccinating for everything.  But for young animals, or adults that don’t have vaccination records, a staff veterinarian says they DO give shots for rabies and the other really common things such as parvo and distemper.

LESLIE

My name is Dr. Leslie Groshong.  Upon arrival the cats get a distemper combination for feline distemper and upper respiratory disease, and the dogs get the canine equivalent, which is distemper, hepatisis and parvo.  

NARRATOR

Now Dave McCluggage had said he doesn’t give the dog hepatitis shot, since he says that disease has not been in Colorado for over 40 years.  But otherwise, so far, the humane society and the holistic vet were mostly in sync.

For rabies, they both recommend booster shots every three years, as required by law.  But McCluggage believes the puppy and kitten shots are good for life, so he doesn’t give boosters for common diseases, such as distemper and parvo.   Groshong says the humane society clinic does do boosters.  Every three years.

LESLIE

There’s some speculation that it probably does last longer than that.  But if everybody lapses, we lose a herd protection.  It’s similar with childhood vaccinations.  If a critical mass of children or adults are vaccinated, those who are not vaccinated are protected and we’re seeing an upswing in parvo and distemper disease because there’s been some lapse in people maintaining those vaccinations.  They forget to do it for three years, or four years, or they forget to do it entirely.  Because they’re not protected, we’re seeing an upswing in common diseases.

NARRATOR

Parvo causes vomiting and diarrhea, and it can kill a dog, and it is common.  As proof,Groshong led the way to a restricted access area of the humane society clinic, where she introduced two sad-eyed parvo puppies.

LESLIE

So this is our parvo quarantine area.  This is Smokey.  Smokey was adopted from us in July and brought back last week with parvo.  (BARK!)  Turbo, we thought we were going to lose Turbo the first night.  But he’s been on IV fluids and antibiotics for three days now, and he stopped vomiting yesterday.  

NARRATION

How can puppies that did have parvo puppy shots get so sick? Groshong says often it’s like this:  A family adopts a puppy before it’s old enough for the full series of puppy shots.  Then the owners don't follow through and get the rest.   She said that’s how Smokey became a Parvo Puppy.

LESLIE

His family had assumed he had finished his vaccinations when he left the shelter and he hadn’t, and he was still vulnerable, and he was exposed to the parvo virus in our community, and he got sick.

NARRATOR

Groshong said that she has, on very rare occasions seen older animals get parvo, if they’re not up-to-date on booster shots.  She recalled a family that brought a puppy home, where they already had an old dog.  Turned out the puppy had parvo . . . and a week later, so did the dog.

LESLIE

Their adult dog got parvo, and he had just been lapsed one year on his shots.  I really feel that 3-year interval is critical.

NARRATOR

So the humane society and the holistic vet disagree about the three-year booster.  The humane society gives them for parvo and distemper; McCluggage doesn’t.  He also doesn’t give bordatella shots.  The humane society does.  But they pointed out that a crowded animal shelter is at especially high-risk for kennel cough.  

But back in 2009 the Boulder humane society and the Longmont holistic vet had similar opinions about several “lifestyle” shots.  For instance, the animal shelter doctor, Leslie Groshong, said that few Colorado dogs need Lyme disease vaccine, since that illness isn’t even IN Colorado.

LESLIE

If we were having this discussion and we were on the East Coast, that would be part of the discussion.  There’s giardia.  There’s lepto vaccinations.  There’s even the new rattlesnake vaccination.  

NARRATOR

The Boulder Valley Humane Society clinic doesn’t offer these “lifestyle” vaccines.  But both the holistic vet and the animal shelter vet agree that the first series of core shots, for common diseases, is crucial.  You know -- rabies, distemper and parvo   And Groshong says that it doesn’t bother pets to be given these vaccinations.  Take Chloe the cat, getting a distemper shot . . . when she isn't wriggling free of the vet techs to purr on over and say hello.

FRIENDLY PURR

Hi, Chloe.

Come here, Chloe.

She’s a sweetie.

So this is going to be distemper, right.

She just got a shot and she didn’t make any sound for the shot.

You’re right!

She didn’t!

FRIENDLY PURR

Little noise box.

There.  She just got her other shot.

What’s up, Chloe, you’re awfully cute.

Let’s look at her teeth.  Oh, she says.  I don’t like that.  There’s a lot of things worse than having a vaccination.   Having my mouth worked on is far worse.

MEOWS!

The humane society staff gave me the impression that they feel that some private clinics give more shots than they, at the shelter, think are necessary.  They wouldn't mention any names.

Back at his Longmont clnic in 2009, Dave McCluggage, the vet who gives my creaky old dog acupuncture, DID name a name.

SHELLEY AND MCCLUGGAGE

S

Who uses a lot of vaccines?

M

One of the groups that use a lot of vaccines are the Banfield Hospitals that operate in the PetSmart chain of pet stores.  They have a philosophy where they think vaccines are harmless, and therefor, since they’re harmless, if there’s any chance that at any point in an animal’s life that they might encounter a disease, you should vaccinate for it.  They are extremely on the side of the vaccination issue.  To the point where, in Colorado, the Banfields will routinely recommend a Lyme disease vaccine for dogs.  And Lyme disease has never been in Colorado.

S

Is what they’re doing good for their business?

M

It probably is good for their business.  They often sell these health plans where they say we’ll do a number of things for your animal, and you pay us so much money a year.  My view is that they’re doing things that are probably unnecessary. As with vaccines, possibly harmful. If you remove everything that’s not necessary, it becomes an expensive plan because you really don’t need to do all these things for the animal every year.

NARRATOR

Now, Dave McCluggage was giving these comments about the vet hospital chain as he, himself, was using plenty of needles.  They certainly weren’t needles for vaccinations.  But in some crowds, his kind of needling would raise plenty of eyebrows.   You see, this holistic vet was poking acupuncture needles into my creaky old dog, Brian.  I decided to mention the irony.

S

You’re against using too many needles for vaccination, but how many needles are in my labrador retriever Brian over here right now?

M

You know, I never count the needles, because I’m always feeling for the places that need them.  But there’s probably 15 or so.

S

He seems very content over here.

M

Yes, dogs love acupuncture.  It’s very helpful for them.  

NARRATION

Personally, I also believe the acupuncture is helpful to my dog.  But pet clinics that recommend a lot of vaccines say those vaccines are very helpful to dogs, and cats, and other pets.  So, who’s right?  After all, plenty of people might call the doggie acupuncture that McCluggage does a waste of money.  Besides, he’s just a small-town vet.   So what’s he going to know, compared to a large, national chain such as Banfield that operates a large corporate office full of experts, plus veterinarians in nearly 800 PetSmarts, treating millions of animals every year.  With that much brain power, wouldn’t their vaccination policies be smarter than the ideas spouted off by some small-town, holistic vet?  Or would Banfield’s policies just be more corporate?  And what shots did Banfield give to animals?  And how could I find out?  And what about these wellness plans?

SOUND OF EMAIL ARRIVING

As luck would have it, back in 2009, an email arrived inviting KGNU to interview a local Banfield vet about their pet wellness programs.  I accepted the invitation.

SOUNDS OF BANFIELD CLINIC

The local Banfield vet I was invited to interview was was well-informed and caring.  We talked about a lot of things . . . and her answers seemed thoughtful and well-informed. 

She did mention some vaccines that the Boulder Valley Humane Society and Dr. Dave McCluggage had indicated that they don’t offer . . . 

. . .  such as vaccines for leptosporosis . . . 

and giardia . . . 

and Lyme disease, at least, as an option.

But in each case, the Banfield vet offered reasonable explanations about why she offered these vaccines.  So that might have been the end of this story about pets and shots.   

Except for what happened next.  You see, one week later, Banfield sent a new email from their corporate office, stating that the local Banfield vet had some concerns about how the interview went . . . 

NEIGHBOR READS EMAIL:

 

. . . had some concerns about how the interview went, particularly that it did not follow the topics presented to us prior to the interview. I understand that stories can change directions, but we always appreciate knowing about changes of direction that are outside of the requested topic of discussion. If you could please provide me with an air date, I would appreciate it.

NARRATION

The email finished with this:

 

LEN READS EMAIL:

Our vaccine protocols at Banfield are based on the most up-to-date scientific research, recommendations from our Vaccine Protocol Review Board , our external veterinary advisory board and guidelines established by the American Hospital Association and the American Association of Feline Practitioners.

  

NARRATOR

Now, as a non-commercial, alternative radio station, KGNU covers many controversial topics, yet formal, written “concerns” from an interviewee’s corporate office are almost as rare at KGNU as Lyme disease is in Colorado.  This letter of concern was especially curious because I had asked similar questions about vaccines at the Boulder Valley Humane Society, and they’d been fine with them.  Last but not least, the local Banfield vet had not mentioned anything particularly unusual about the company’s vaccination policies.  

Which made me wonder, why was Banfield] going on the offensive about their vaccines?

A few days later, someone higher up at Banfield Corporate sent ANOTHER email stating more firmly that they were a little concerned . . . 

LEN READS EMAIL:

 We’re a little concerned about the questions that were raised during the interview.  Our doctor was taken by surprise as the questions asked did not coincide with what we presented her.

NARRATION

Now, before my neighbor reads more about Banfield’s concerns, here’s a phone recording of another rare complaint we got, a few years back, from a PR agency who said they represented a doctor we had given time to, on air, in a debate with a doctor we had selected Ron Rosedale, and they were just concerned . . . 

I’m calling regarding yesterday’s interview on your show . . . just concerned about some of the comments that doctor Rosedale made that maybe some patients who were listening to your show may have heard some of his comments he made about Avandia and may stop taking their medication.

NARRATION

Avandia’s a diabetes drug.  While the PR rep had started her phone message referencing “her” doctor’s concerns, his name never came up again.  The rest of the phone message focused on Avandia, with complaints against Dr. Rosedale that went like this:

And then he also mentioned that Avandia kills people.  These are very strong statements that he made . . . 

NARRATION

The PR rep had ended the message suggesting that we were scaring people about Avandia, and that we should issue a public retraction.  We didn’t, but we invited the PR rep’s “doctor” to be part of another interview with Dr. Rosedale.  The PR agency never responded.  And by the way -- this summer, the FDA held hearings regarding a finding that shook the medical world.  You see, it turns out that the maker of Avandia, Glaxo-Kline, had suppressed research that warned of dangerous side effects from Avandia  The FDA panel concluded that the widely used drug had been killing more people than it was helping.  Getting back to dogs and vaccinations, for me, that Avandia phone call about “concerns” resonated with the Banfield corporate office email about “concerns.”  In addition, when a large company says that they’re a little concerned  on behalf of a local employee, you can never really tell whether they’re worried on behalf of their employee . . . or using the employee as a foil for a corporate worry.  So, was Banfield hiding something?   Let’s go back to that second email from the National pet hospital chain, Banfield:

NEIGHBOR READS

Shelley:

We’re a little concerned about the questions that were raised during the interview.  Our doctor was taken by surprise as the questions asked did not coincide with what we presented her.. We always try to eliminate this situation for our doctors.

 

In order to put her at ease, we would like to listen to the interview before it goes to any radio stations—is this possible? Please let us know as soon as possible.

Thanks,

NARRATION

I emailed back, offering to talk off-the-record with the local vet, if she wanted to clarify something she had said. I offered to do a followup with a Banfield corporate spokesperson for more about their vaccination policies.  I declined the corporate request to review this story before it broadcast. 

Banfield did not reply.  But more research made it clearer that for years, nationwide, the vet community has been divided about vaccinations.  Some sources reported that vaccine policy discussions at professional gatherings have sometimes led to shouting matches.  On the one side, some vets argued that the more vaccines the better, they caused no harm, and they brought in customers.  The other side argued that giving extra vaccines gouged the customer and hurt pets.  

And these issues, regarding pets, echoed issues that keep surfacing about human vaccinations.  For instance, two years ago, Dr. Bernadine Healy, the former Director of the National Institutes of Health, went public about a huge controversy.  She said the question of a link between vaccines and autism is still open for debate.  In an interview with CBS, Healy said that people would have more trust in human vaccines if there was a more open public debate:

HEALY (FROM CBS VIDEO)

 I do not believe that if we identify a particular risk factor for vaccines, or if we found out that they maybe they should be spread out a little longer, I do not think the public would lose faith in vaccines.

NARRATION

You can hear that entire interview with Bernadine Healy by doing a Google search, on the web.  In it, you’ll find that Healy pushes hard for openness in the vaccine debate.  For this story about pet vaccinations, I wanted more openness.  Several sources in addition to the Longmont holistic vet told me that at many clinics, including Banfield’s, vaccination policies had been very aggressive.  But I had also heard that Banfield’s vaccination policies had changed in some major ways, perhaps in the Spring of 2009.  But from what?  And to what?   

NARRATION

Early this December, I contacted Banfield requesting an interview with an expert at the corporate level.  Banfield Corporate requested a list of interview questions.  Because the year before, the national pet hospital chain had complained that my off-the-cuff questions had caught their local vet “by surprise,” I emailed back a detailed list.  One week later, I had those questions in my hand as I finally talked with their corporate spokesperson.

SHELLEY & JOHNSON

J

Dr. Karen Johnson.  Banfield the Pet Hospital.  My official title is Client Advocate for Banfield Pet Hospital.

NARRATION

I looked at the list of questions that Banfield had requested, and read, word by word, question one.

S

Five years ago, what were the annual vaccines recommended by Banfield vets?

K

I couldn’t go back and tell you specifically what they were five years ago.  What’s important is what’s current?  What was recommended five years ago has changed, to the current.  I’m not trying to avoid your question but it’s old information and it’s not current.

NARRATION

This puzzled me, because despite sending in a list of questions, in advance, I was getting a fuzzy answer from Dr. Karen Johnson.

But I did hear about a Banfield Pet Hospital that didn’t sound like its policy was one-size-fits-all when it comes to shots.  For instance, Dr. Johnson said that today, Banfield vets tailor a vaccination plan to meet the needs of each pet.  And for some pets, fewer shots make sense.

JOHNSON

A dog that has a disease involving the immune system, vaccines stimulate the immune system so a veterinarian might decide that vaccinating that dog might not be a good thing to do.

NARRATION

Johnson said Banfield no longer offers Giardia vaccines.  That’s the vaccine that the local holistic vet, McCluggage, had told me the year before was a bad vaccine.  Johnson said the whole vet community now agreed with that.   McCluggage had scoffed at Lyme disease vaccine for Colorado pets.  Johnson said that Banfield does offer it, but only to clients who travel to the East Coast with their pets, where ticks that carry Lyme are  common.  Johnson said they’re offering a new shot for fighting gum disease.  She was open about it being experimental.  Banfield’s also got a new dog flu shot.  Johnson emphasized that it’s only for pets that might catch the flu.

JOHNSON

It’s not recommended unless you’re in a hotbed of influenza.

NARRATION

Now, the small-town vet, Dr. Dave McCluggage, had said that the risk of adverse reactions from shots is higher than most people realize.  Banfield’s Dr. Karen Johnson said the risk is very small.  Still, she added that it really doesn’t make sense to vaccinate more than what’s really needed.

JOHNSON:

Dogs used to get vaccinations once a year and they got all of them at that time.  Is that the best way to vaccinate every dog and cat?  Probably not.  

NARRATION

She then said that that some decisions about pet shots will always be a judgment call.

JOHNSON:

It’s no different from parents deciding to vaccinate their children.  They look at the benefits, they look at the risks, and they make their decisions based on that. 

NARRATOR

Those were helpful answers.

But whenever I tried to get a clear answer about what Banfield’s vaccination policies HAD been, Johnson seemed vague, even when I gave a very specific question a shot.

S

What about distemper.  Was it recommended on an annual basis for animals?

JOHNSON

. . . . We’ve been doing the three year distemper for quite a while.

NARRATOR

But was quite a while for the last few months or for over a decade?  Or was it back in the spring of 2009?  Spring 2009 did come up now and then, such as this explanation from the Banfield corporate communications team, who was listening in.

COMMENT HERE

NARRATION

It sounded as if Banfield had only made the switch from annual distemper shots to three-year shots two years ago.  But why hadn’t they been clear about it?  Were they trying to hide something from their past?  It made me wonder, so after that interview, I phoned the Boulder Valley Humane Society’s community clinic and asked them when they had switched from annual distemper shots to three-year boosters.  Here’s what they said.

HUMANE SOCIETY (SAYING THEY’VE BEEN DOING THREE-YEAR BOOSTERS FOR OVER TEN YEARS)

NARRATOR

One of the nation’s top vet schools -- at Colorado State University, said basically the same thing.

CSU

NARRATION

This fit with what I had learned last spring, when I had traveled to Fort Collins to learn, in person, about the latest vaccination guidelines from AAHA, which stands for the American Animal Hospital Association.  My guide to these policies had been an expert on the CSU faculty.

Rebecca.Ruch_Gallie & SHELLEY

R

My name is Rebecca Ruch Gallie.  I am the clinical coordinator of the community practice rotation at CSU Veterinary Teaching Hospital and Assistant Professor in the Department.

S

Rather than chatting, let’s get right to it.  (LAUGHTER)   The guidelines for vaccination have just changed.  And how big a deal is that?

R

They’ve changed, actually, a while ago.  The original guidelines that came out with the standard three-year protocol actually came out closer to 2003 for the cat group and 2006 for AAHA.  And they’ve gone through revisions again, trying to keep up with what we know about new technology that’s coming out.

S

How recent are the new revisions?

R

2009.

NARRATOR

Dr. Rebecca Ruch Gallie explained that at AAHA, the American Animal Hospital Association, vaccination recommendations get adjusted any time new research findings pave the way for a better policy.  In the vet world, that research has been paving the way toward a much more individualized approach to vaccinations the old-fashioned, give annual shots, and vaccinate-every-pet with-everything policies that used to dominate many vet practices.  Rebecca Ruch Gallie said that the new, more individualized way of giving shots will take some sorting out.

R

It’s a hard thing to be able to go from this blanket vaccine protocol that we used to have to,  “we need to look at our individual patients.”  Even within just our dog population or our cat population, animals do respond to vaccinations differently.  We may not get the same effect from their immune system and the same protection from one vaccine in animal A to animal B, and that makes things a little bit challenging.

NARRATION

What this means, the vet scientist said, is something that human vaccination policy makers might want to consider, for instance, for childhood immunization.  You see, our national childhood immunizations are basically one-size-fits-all protocols.  In the pet world, they’re moving away from that.  Veterinarians are deciding that to assure an immune system kick-in for a family pet, they’re likely to look for symptoms, and do some blood work to analyze just how an animal responds to shots.  In some cases, an animal might need higher doses of a vaccine, or more boosters.  Animals whose immune system responds more quickly might do fine with fewer boosters.  And pets that show signs of adverse reactions might need a much more “gentle” schedule.  Such as fewer combination vaccines and more single jabs, given over several days.  Or smaller doses, spread out over a longer time.  And sometimes, maybe, it might make sense to skip a vaccination that’s not critical.  In addition to the pet’s own health, another issue to consider is it’s environment.  For instance, some pets are outdoors, or in kennels or traveling all the time, which might expose them to more diseases.  And, Ruch Gallie said, don’t forget the dog or cat that is a couch potato.

R

The three-year protocol is based on science and based on the couch-potato dog that hangs out in the home.  The protocols that we used to use were everybody got every vaccine that was available, every year.  And the controversy now is, you need to look at the risk of that particular animal getting that disease, and how ill they might become from that disease, and really develop a protocol that fits that particular patient.

S

Is the issue that it’s expensive to give vaccines?  Is the issue that there can be adverse reactions from giving vaccines.

R

Yes.  Both of those things.  Some people have a hard time affording vaccines and the exam fee that should be going along with the vaccines.  More importantly, we worry about the long-term effects of those vaccinations given every year to that particular animal.

S

What kind of adverse reactions can be increased, from the use of vaccines?

R

One of the things we’ve looked at is whether we’ve seen an increase in immune-mediated diseases, so things like allergies and hemolytic anemia.

S

What is hemolytic anemia?

R

It’s basically when your blood cells get attacked by your body.

S

How about kidney failure?

R

What exactly do you mean?

S

Some vets have told me that they believe that there may be an increase in kidney failure, especially in older cats and dogs that have had a lot of vaccines throughout their life.  

R

Any time that you actually immunize an animal, you’re triggering the immune system, and you’re developing antibodies to something called an antigen that you just put in their system.  And those form a conglomerate called an antibody-antigen complex, and they can cause some damage of the kidneys.

S

Well that’s right because kidneys are little tiny filters, and those can glom up in the filters.  

R

Right. 

S

And over time, they can glom up more, if there’s been more activation of them.  Is that close enough?

R

Yep.  That’s perfect!

NARRATOR

Now, in that line of questions, I was simply repeating ideas that had been explained to me by the small-town, holistic vet, Dave McCluggage. You know, the guy who gives acupuncture to our creaky old dog, and who started this investigation in 2009 by saying that too many vaccines can cost a pet owner too much money, and they can hurt an animal.   When McCluggage first told me that way back when, he had sounded way out.  But so far, the CSU Scientist was saying that McCluggage had been forward thinking.

How about the other side of veterinary practice, national chains, such as Banfield?  Dr. Rebecca Ruch Gallie said that a lot of the larger pet hospital chains had been big on one-size-fits all protocols.  But many are changing.

R

So the shift in vaccine protocols were using all vaccines for every animal.  Really they shifted and stepped back a little bit to look at the risk, versus benefit ratio of those vaccines.  And had to take a pretty hard look at things like coronavirus, for instance, which affects very young puppies and did not affect adults at all.  There’s giardia . . . went to not recommended category.  The benefit of that vaccine was not there.

S

What are some of the examples of the pet hospitals, the national groups, that were using frequent vaccines that way, a year or so ago?

R

As far as I know, Banfield was one of them, and probably one that was in the limelight most often.  And they’ve stepped back a little bit from it.  Within the last year at least.  Maybe a little bit longer.

NARRATION

So, it sounded like Banfield had been slower to shift away from a one-size-fits-all vaccination protocol than many vets.  I find myself wondering whether that’s why, when I interviewed them, they were vague in saying when they had made the shift. 

On the other hand, in general, the CSU scientist, Dr. Rebecca Ruch Gallie, recommended three-year boosters for distemper and parvo.  She recommended bordatella for kennel cough, and in areas where it’s a common illness, she recommended leptosporosis.  In these ways, the CSU vet scientist was more in step with the Banfield chain than she was with the holistic vet.   But what about the other issue that McCluggage had brought up--that many vets used the annual reminder about pet shots to get people in for a checkup?    CSU Vet Scientist Rebecca Ruch Gallie:

R

I would love to be able to see my patients once a year, whether they want to get vaccines or not.  It has nothing to do with me wanting to make more money.  I want to be able to look at that animal and lay my trained hands on that animal so I can help my clients have a pet have that has a long life.  I do have clients that we only see them every three years when they come in for vaccinations.  

S

Would you rather have your human patients, your human people . . . 

R

My clients.  I don’t have a license to work on people (LAUGHTER)

R

Annual exams and then that screening bloodwork is going to be very important for me and for my clients.  It gives me the best chance of really doing a good job for them and their pet.

NARRATOR

 That left the most controversial idea from Dr. David McCluggage.  If you recall, while he does recommend three-year boosters for rabies . . . as required by law.  . . . he pointed out that IF we funded longer term studies, we would likely discover that the rabies vaccine is good for life.  That seemed such a crazy thing to say.  But Ruch Gallie said that from a science perspective, it just might be that the childhood rabies shots for animals last for their entire life.

R

Depends on what research you look at.  Some say yes, and some say no.

S.

Maybe yes and maybe no.

R

Exactly.

S

Is the research persuasive on both sides?

R

Yes.

S 

What if . . .  I’d rather not give a rabies vaccine. 

R  I would explain what the legal ramifications are against not vaccinating.  If you can’t prove your pet is vaccinated, and you get exposed, that is a death sentence.  What I can do to make them more comfortable is we can run more titers.  

NARRATOR

Basically, this CSU scientist was saying that there are ways, by drawing blood, to see whether the rabies titers, meaning the concentrations of rabies antibodies, were still adequate in an animal’s system, even if they’re not up-to-date on their shots.  But, there is a problem with these scientific titers.

R

Unfortunately in the U-S that doesn’t have legal ramifications.

NARRATOR

So. . . the answer isn’t a scientific one.  It’s a policy one.  Which might lead free-thinking people, to maybe think like this:

LASSIE MUSIC UP

JUNE LOCKHEART VOICE:  Lassie, with all the science controversy, I don’t know if we have to give you your rabies shots anymore.

LASSIE:  SYMPATHETIC WHINE WHINE

JUNE LOCKHEART VOICE:  There’s a chance that you might be immune from rabies with the shots that you’ve already had.

LASSIE:  WHINE WHINE

JUNE LOCKHEART VOICE:  Oh, wait, the law says that if anybody thinks you might have rabies.  And we don’t have proof of your shots, they might chop your head off.

LASSIE:  PANICKED, PLEADING WHINE WHINE

JUNE LOCKHEART VOICE: And examine it in a laboratory.  How horrible.  Lassie, I think we’ll get your three year rabies shot.

LASSIE:  WOOF!  WOOF!  

LASSIE MUSIC CRESCENDOS

Now after all this, what about me and our creaky old dog Brian?  Well, this week,

CONVERSATION AROUND VACCINES

We went back to the office of Longmont holistic vet, Dave McCluggage.  Who, by the way, it turns out, isn’t really “just” a small town vet.  He’s held many national positions on veterinary panels.  In 2000, he was awarded the honor, National Holistic Vet of the Year.  It’s interesting to talk with him, as he puts acupuncture needles in our creaky jointed dog, Brian.

CONVERSATION AROUND VACCINES

Brian’s such a creaky old guy, I want to minimize things that might inflame his joints.  And he’s not ever been a sickly dog in other ways.  And we’re not boarding him at kennels where he’d be exposed to other illnesses.  And he’s already had so many shots, already, in his short, dog life.  For all these reasons, I had decided NOT to order three-year boosters for distemper and parvo for him anymore.  But why, then, was McCluggage getting out a syringe?

SOUNDS OF GETTING THE SHOT READY AND INJECTING IT

That’s the three-year booster on Brian’s rabies shots.  

Thanks to my Len, for reading some of the emails in this story.  Thanks to Evan, Cathy, Raleigh and Cindy for being the voices from Lassie.  And thanks to you for listening.  Questions or Comments?  Call the KGNU Comment Line, 303-447-9911.  For KGNU, I’m Shelley Schlender.
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