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Home Dental Care 

Dental Disease in Cats and Dogs 
According to the Australian Veterinary Dental 

Association 80% of dogs and 70% of cats over 

3 years of age have some degree of dental 

disease.  Untreated dental disease is 

progressive, painful, and leads to loss of teeth.  

Plaque is a build-up of bacteria on the surface 

of the teeth.  As this bacteria proliferate they 

accumulate mineral and harden to form 

calculus.  These bacteria spread under the gum 

line, dissolve the periodontal ligament and 

cause loose teeth and root abscesses.  This is a 

painful, and non-reversible process. 

What Causes Dental Disease? 
A variety of factors contribute to dental 

disease, some of which are unavoidable, 

others can be avoided or reduced by good 

home dental care.   

Unavoidable factors include breed, genetics 

and mouth conformation (think over bite or 

under bite).  Some good home dental care will 

still help reduce the severity of dental disease 

in these cases. 

Avoidable factors are associated with diet.  

Diets that do not promote good chewing habits 

are more likely to lead to dental disease.  

Chewing of hard or abrasive substances acts to 

physically remove the bacteria and plaque in 

much the same way as tooth brushing. 

What are symptoms of dental 

disease? 
Early stages of dental disease are often missed, 

as there may be no symptoms other than build-

up of plaque, discolouration of teeth or gum 

inflammation.  Detection of early dental 

disease is via inspection of the mouth and 

teeth.  If dental disease is treated early, it is 

reversible, and will avoid loss of teeth. 

Later stages of dental disease lead to 

symptoms that may include: 

 bad breath  

 drooling 

 mouth pain 
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 reluctance to chew, or chewing on one 

side only 

How do you treat dental disease? 
Dental disease is treated in dogs in much the 

same way as humans.  A routine dental scale 

using an ultrasonic dental scaler is performed 

to remove the plaque and calculus from the 

teeth.  This must be performed under an 

anaesthetic to be done effectively in cats and 

dogs.  Hand scaling of teeth of conscious 

animals can lead to enamel damage, which in 

the longer term can contribute to recurrence 

or worsening of dental disease.  It is also not 

possible to scale the subgingival space on a 

conscious animal.  As this is where dental 

disease starts, failure to clean this region leads 

to cosmetic cleaning only, and does prevent 

pain or root disease progression.  Once the 

plaque and calculus is removed, home dental 

care strategies can be used to prevent disease 

from recurring.  Home dental care will not 

remove mineralised material.  

How do you prevent dental 

disease? 
There are many way to prevent dental plaque 

build-up in cats and dogs.  A predominantly dry 

food based diet is best for dental health.   

Dental health can be improved with special 

diets, chews, and water or food additives.  

Hill’s produced a dry food that has been tested 

to reduce plaque build-up and gingivitis in 

animals prone to dental disease.  Royal Canin 

produces a similar product. 

 

Figure 1Hill's T/D food in action 

Other chews and treats that can be used to 

help clean pet teeth include: 

 Raw Bones (never feed animals cooked 

bones) 

 Greenies 

 Oravet chews 

 Prozym chews 

 Pigs Ears 

 Rawhide chews 

 Box 1 biscuits 

 Raw carrot 

Water additives are useful for animals that do 

not chew well.  These can include: 

 Prozym 

 Healthy Mouth 

 Maxiguard 

Food additives that have an anti-plaque 

activity include “Plaque Off.”  This is a seaweed 

based product – the high iodine content acts as 

an oral antiseptic to remove plaque forming 

bacteria. 

Tooth brushing is a very effective way to 

remove plaque and bacteria.  Not all animals 

are tolerant of tooth brushing, and time and 

patience are required to teach animals to have 

their teeth brushed.  In general dogs are easier 

to train for this than cats.  If tooth brushing is 

commenced it is essential to use a pet specific 

tooth paste.  Human toothpaste has too much 

fluoride for cats and dogs.  Also cats and dogs 

dislike the minty taste of human toothpaste.  

Various pet toothpastes in several flavours are 

available and can be chosen based on pet 

preferences.  
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