
PERIODONTAL DISEASE 

Periodontal disease affects about 80 percent of dogs over two years old and 85 percent of 

dogs over five years old. This disease is slow to develop as opposed to happening over a 

few days. It causes ulceration and recession of the gums, loss of supporting tissue and 

ligaments and erosion of the bone, that all hold the teeth. It is called periodontitis and it is 

not reversible. The precursor of periodontitis is gingivitis; a painful inflammation of the 

gums caused by tartar buildup; it is reversible. Dr. M. Lynne Kesel, DVM notes in her 

book for the small animal technician (Ref. 22) "in about two days the average person or 

animal would have enough bacteria [on teeth] to cause inflammation of the gingival." Dr. 

Kesel's discourse on periodontal disease is excellent. 

Bacteria in the mouth combine with calcium-rich saliva and food debris to form plaque. 

Plaque, which forms on the teeth in just a few hours after eating, consists of about 80 

percent bacteria. It starts as a sticky buildup to form a dull off-white coating on the tooth 

at and under the gumline. In some cases, plaque can form under the gumline while the 

exposed crown of the tooth looks clean. 

As the plaque builds up it mineralizes and forms tartar (dental calculus) that causes the 

gums to recede and a pocket forms under the gumline. A self-perpetuating cycle forms 

with the pocket allowing the formation of more plaque and tartar that opens the pocket 

even more. Eventually the gums become inflamed as white blood cells defend against the 

onslaught of bacteria. The pus, dead tissue, food debris, and bacteria create a foul odor 

and when the dog chews, fragile tissue and capillaries are torn and bacteria from the 

periodontal infection enter the bloodstream. That's why periodontal disease is a danger to 

the dog's organs. 

The signs of a dental problem are: foul breath, inflamed gumline, red, swollen, tender, 

and bleeding gums. Foul breath can be caused by other problems and an abscess due to a 

cracked tooth could cause it. The difficult-to-see white plaque is revealed readily with 

bright sunlight, a Xenon flashlight, or blacklight. With blacklight, the clean crown shows 

as a brilliant white and plaque appears brown. I cover the dog's eyes to prevent the 

blacklight's ultraviolet rays from entering the eyes. A blue or red disclosing solution 

applied to the teeth will also show plaque. 

If your dog has plaque and tartar, daily brushing will not remove it. In fact, if there is 

plaque and tartar then there is probably inflamed gums and any attempt to start brushing 

would cause pain to the dog. The dog would then associate the brush with pain and you 

would not have a willing patient. It is not advisable to scrape the teeth yourself with a 

dental scaler--you might cut the gums and scratches in the enamel promote faster 

formation of plaque. Dr. Kesel states, "Every time a scaler touches the tooth, there are at 

least microscopic (or even visible) scratches in the surface." A trip to your veterinarian 

would be in order for an exam of the complete mouth. Be aware that the vet has to 

anesthetize the dog to clean the teeth. If the gums show signs of distress, the vet will use 

a periodontal probe to determine the depth of the pocket; a deeper pocket indicates more 

of a problem at which point X-rays might be called for. To remove plaque and tartar the 



vet uses a special scraper and an ultrasonic scaling instrument. The teeth are then 

polished to smooth scratches and a fluoride treatment might be used to strengthen the 

enamel. Veterinarians recommend cleaning every 6 to 18 months depending on the 

individual dog where genetics, diet, fresh water availability, salivary gland action, and 

mouth geometry play a part. Dog's mouths have other problems a vet will look for such 

as lip-fold dermatitis and cracked and broken teeth. Maggie had lip-fold dermatitis that 

was removed with laser surgery by Dr. Williams. Bo has deep developmental grooves in 

his upper fourth premolars that terminate in 2 mm. deep holes at the biting surfaces. 

These teeth are very susceptible to breaking with chewing on bones and the holes trap 

food debris. A pioneer in veterinary dentistry, Dr. Charles A. Williams, said that it's not 

uncommon for him to have patients with cracked and chipped fourth premolars when the 

groove is deep. It cost 173 dollars to have Dr. Williams bond one of Bo's fourth 

premolars that chipped when he took a first bite of his first ever and last bone. Luckily I 

was supervising him or the damage might have been worse and I rushed him to Dr. 

Williams. 

DIET 

Diet plays a large part in plaque and tartar formation where moist, sticky canned food 

sticks to the teeth at the gumline, whereas, kibble provides some scrubbing action. I 

personally have noted this when I had to discontinue prescription kibble for Bo and 

Maggie and go to natural food and special high-quality canned foods. Bones, proper ones 

and the right size and quantity are a deterrent to plaque formation but this feeding 

requires study and know-how. I don't think bones are effective for cleaning the incisors at 

the front of the mouth or between some teeth or where teeth are missing. Also, bones are 

chewed with the molars and premolars at the back of the mouth. Cooked chicken bones 

are brittle and could cause a perforation whereas raw chicken bones are said to be 

chewable. Again, chicken bones tend to line up with the intestine and are carried "south" 

with the intestine's action but too many at one time could result in them bunching up, 

skewing and causing a blockage. See the website <www.rawmeatybones.com> for more 

information. I believe bones and rawhide chews should only be given with supervision. 

Cold clean water in a stainless steel bowl and changed many times a day will benefit the 

dog's teeth by helping to wash away food debris. I keep the bowl in the bathroom where I 

see it readily and I change the water about four times a day or when the dogs want it 

changed. Maggie will lay outside the bathroom door if the water isn't fresh when she 

wants it and they both come running when I clang the bowl on the side of the sink four 

times to let them know it's been changed. We have good water from an aquifer down 450 

feet and an analysis shows it has no copper. A test program has shown that beef rawhide 

chews contribute to cleaning the teeth but no mention was made for rawhide's ability to 

clean between the teeth or under the gumline or at the front teeth. Dr.Williams displays 

this hoof in his office as a warning that chewing on it might lead to damaged teeth. 

TOOTHBRUSHING 

Toothbrushing is recognized as a positive step in avoiding periodontal disease. There is 

no general agreement but from what I have learned, the teeth should be brushed daily 



since plaque forms in just a few hours after eating. I am a devotee of using electric 

toothbrushes that are quiet, produce a counter-rotational (oscillating) motion, and have 

soft round-ended bristles to brush at and below the gumline and between the teeth. The 

electric toothbrush allows the teeth to be brushed with very little hand motion on the part 

of the owner so concentration can be centered on applying the brush properly to the teeth 

and gums. I have not tried any electric toothbrushes that have a motion in three 

directions; that may be a tickle factor to the dog. I have been using the Braun Oral-B for 

13 years and never had to have the dogs' teeth cleaned. 

TOOTHPASTE -- RINSE -- FLUORIDE 

I use Petrodex poultry flavored enzymatic toothpaste formulated 

for dogs. It doesn't foam and it doesn't need rinsed. Toothpaste for 

humans is not meant to be swallowed and may cause stomach 

upset. Baking soda is sometimes suggested but it has a high 

sodium content and it may cause a health problem for dogs, 

especially those with a heart condition. After using the toothpaste, 

I apply Nolvadent chlorhexidine rinse to the brush for its fungicidal and bacterial action 

and to further clean the teeth. Since I have well water I apply fluoride to the teeth about 

once a month to harden the enamel. It also helps to inhibit plaque, desensitize the dentin 

and pulp and minimize bone and tooth loss. 

  
  

BRUSHING  

I don't brush the incisors at the front of the mouth (tiny breeds 

need it) nor do I brush the inner surfaces of the teeth and I've 

had no problems. The incisors are cleaned when the Westies do 

self-grooming and the inner surfaces of the teeth are constantly 

rubbed and cleaned by the tongue. I do have to pay attention to 

the back of the lower fang-like canine and the front of the upper 

canine. Some smaller breeds have a problem with plaque on the 

insides of the upper canines. The tooth most likely to develop 

plaque before any other is the fourth premolar, that large tooth 

in the upper jaw toward the back of the mouth as shown in the photograph. The parotid 

salivary duct washes calcium-rich saliva directly over it. 

 

 

 

http://users.rcn.com/westies2/toothbrushing.html 


