
INFECTIOUS CANINE 
 RepRoductive diseases  By Rick Kesler, DVM

also affects the puppies. Infected puppies 
that are born alive may fail to thrive and  
die early in life, or appear clinically normal  
in the early stages and show signs later in life.
Testing for brucellosis is important, but 
understanding the results can sometimes 
be difficult. Often we see false negatives 
or false positives depending on the specific 
test, so it is critical that the breeder and 
his or her veterinarian discuss the tests 
used and the interpretation of the results.  
Knowing the limitations of each test is 
important for this proper interpretation. It 
is often recommended that breeding dogs 
have two negative tests being introduced 
into a breeding program. Testing can be  
done on blood, sperm or swabs of the vagina. 
Brucella canis is easily spread between 
dogs. It is transmitted by ingestion or 
contact with the bacteria through mucus 
membranes. It can be spread by sperm, 
vaginal discharges, urine or other body 

fluids. However, in the environment, the 
bacteria are susceptible to many common 
disinfectants. The incubation period is 
variable, ranging from two weeks to several 
months, so multiple tests may be required.  
If a positive diagnosis is made, treatment 
can be difficult and outcomes are variable.  
There is no vaccine for this disease and it 
can also be spread to humans, so proper 
awareness is essential.    
Canine herpesvirus (CHV) is a virus 
that has been associated with infertility, 
abortions, stillbirths and neonatal losses.  
In adult dogs clinical signs may be subtle,  
ranging from transient vaginal lesions to  

mild respiratory disease. Transmission of 
herpesvirus in the dog commonly occurs 
venereally, transplacentally or through 
respiratory secretions. It can also be 
spread by vaginal contact during the birth 
of puppies. Many dogs test positive for 
the virus, but never express any signs of 
reproductive disease.  
A positive female may deliver dead or 
mummified pups; often infected pups that 
are born alive die quickly. Puppies can 
also be infected after birth and then show 
signs such as difficulty breathing, loss 
of appetite, nasal discharge, excessive 
crying and neurologic signs. The onset 
of the disease is sudden and death often 
follows within 12-36 hours.  

In the United States there is no vaccine 
available for CHV. Various tests are 

available for herpesvirus, and as 
with all tests, interpretation of 

results with the assistance of a 
veterinarian is important.  

  

With the information available for breeders today, successful breeding is very common. That’s the 
good news. The bad news is that when an infectious disease occurs and interferes with a successful 
breeding, it can often be devastating to the breeder and breeding dogs alike. Infectious diseases can 
cause abortions, early resorptions of embryos, fetal mummifications, low litter sizes or puppies that 
are born normal and die later. Infectious diseases may mimic hormonal diseases so it is imperative 
that when problems occur an early physical exam be done with proper testing to determine the cause.

Biosecurity impacts many different aspects of 
breeding, and is paramount for success. If natural 
breeding is utilized, the male and female should 
undergo testing prior to breeding for infectious 
diseases, and a proper quarantine period should 
also be observed. Biosecurity also involves the  
environment. It’s important to understand and 
employ proper cleaning and disinfecting of the 
breeding area. Additionally, any handlers must also 
commit to proper hygiene methods for themselves  

and the dogs involved. Although artificial 
insemination eliminates the direct contact between  
the male and female, pre-breeding exams and testing 
for infectious diseases are still very important  
when this method of breeding is used, because 
infectious diseases can be transferred from male 
to female by sperm during artificial insemination.
An infectious disease commonly involved in 
canine abortions, infertility, resorptions and 
stillbirths is brucellosis. Brucellosis is caused 
by the organism Brucella canis. This disease 
often is devastating to the dogs involved, with  

the majority of positive cases leading to euthanasia.  
It also is a disease that becomes very expensive 
and difficult to eliminate from breeding stock;  
a kennel that is exposed must usually undergo  
repeated testing to confirm complete eradication.  
Brucellosis is a reportable disease in some states,  
meaning the diagnosis must be reported to the 
proper agencies because the disease is deemed 
to be a public health risk. Your veterinarian can 
provide more specific information on this. 

Brucella canis may also cause 
reproductive problems in the stud 
dog. Common clinical signs vary, 
but may include the loss of libido, 
pain on breeding, inflammation  
of different parts of the male 
reproductive tract and infertility. 

There are systemic signs that can occur, such as 
ocular disease and spinal disk disease. In some 
cases, especially early in the 
disease, no clinical signs  
are apparent. Screening  
of the stud prior to  
breeding is critical to 
prevent transmission 
to the female. Testicular  
pain or uneven testicle size due  
to inflammation can be suggestive  
of the disease. Brucella canis 
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“ An infectious disease commonly involved in 
canine abortions, infertility, resorptions and 
stillbirths is brucellosis.   ”



LESS COMMONLY DIAGNOSED 
INFECTIOUS DISEASES 
Other viral agents associated with reproductive 
disease in the dog are canine distemper and canine 
minute disease. Canine minute virus, or parvovirus 
type-1, may cause abortions in the bitch, as well as 
disease in puppies that are infected. Transplacental 
transmission is thought to occur between days 
20-35 of gestation. Infections may cause abortions 
or early pregnancy loss. Most deaths of puppies 
infected with minute virus occur between the first 
and third week of life. Puppies may exhibit signs 
of diarrhea or respiratory distress. Diagnosis 
can be made through testing by certain 
veterinary laboratories.

There are many other bacteria associated with 
reproductive issues in the dog as well. Another 
disease that may cause abortions and infertility in 
dogs, as well as many other issues, is leptospirosis.  
It is an organism that was once thought to be 
a worry for more rural dogs because of their 
exposure to wildlife (primary carriers). But it is 
now known that all dog populations can be at risk. 
Breeders should discuss vaccination with their 
veterinarian to see if it is right for their situation.

Bacteria such as e. coli, streptococcus, staphylococcus, 
salmonella and campylobacter have all been 
associated with reproductive disease in dogs. When 
determining if bacteria are indeed the cause of 
canine reproductive disease, it is important to be 
aware that most of these bacteria are often normally 
found in the reproductive tracts of female and male 
dogs. In addition to identifying the organisms, 
quantifying the bacteria found and 
ruling out other hormonal causes of 
infertility are critical for a correct 
diagnosis. Often, if abortions 
occur, the testing may include 
the aborted fetuses, as well as 
the bitch. Husbandry plays an 
important role in bacterial 

causes of reproductive diseases. Standard cleaning 
and disinfecting protocols can reduce the numbers 
of bacteria in the environment. Too often, biosecurity 
is overlooked as a factor in reproductive diseases 

in the canine. 

In addition to infectious diseases that cause 
reproductive problems, there are also many 

noninfectious causes. Hormonal issues, 
poor diet and certain medications can 
all lead to problems during pregnancy 
in females or poor sperm quantity or 

quality in males. While problems 
in breeding dogs are generally 
uncommon, there are diseases that 
can occur and their determination 
as the inciting cause of disease can 

be complicated. Your veterinarian 
can help identify prevention 
strategies for infectious diseases 
for your kennel. 

rick Kesler, DVM
Dr. Kesler has nearly thirty years of experience as a 
practicing veterinarian and has a special interest in 
reproduction. as a former breeder and current scientifi c 
services Veterinarian at Royal Canin, he is actively 
engaged with the canine breeder community and 
continues to share his knowledge by speaking at 
education seminars across the country. Dr. Kesler works 
directly with breeders on a daily basis to consult on 
kennel management, nutrition and reproduction techniques. 
his passions include neonatology and educating breeders 
on how to reduce the incidence of brucellosis.

© Royal Canin sas 2014. all rights reserved. photos: frédéric Duhayer
© Royal Canin sas 2014. all rights reserved. Credit: frédéric Duhayer

Experience all the perks of Royal Canin® Crown Partners™! 
the Royal Canin® Crown partners™ program is designed for responsible canine breeders and 
offers a professional product line appropriately sized to feed your kennel. our professional 
line provides precise nutritional solutions including exclusive formulas only available to 
breeders. Royal Canin relies on the expert advice from professional breeders like you to make 
our research as relevant as possible in order to develop the best health nutrition for dogs.

a NeW BReed 
      OF PArTNErSHIP

BECOME A MEMBER TODAY AND ENJOY:

contact us toll-free at 1.844.OrDErrC (673-3772) or visit our web site www.royalcanin.us to learn how to become a crown partner and receive direct delivery.

STAY CONNECTED

• Substantial cost savings on Royal canin® professional product line 
• FAST & FrEE direct delivery to your front door 
• Exclusive product promotions and free gift offers
•  NEWLY DESIGNED all-inclusive FrEE royal Canin recommendation Kits 

for breeders to give to new puppy owners

CALL 1.844.OrDErrC (673-3772) to enjoy 
these membership benefi ts and take advantage of 
our LIMITED TIME SPECIAL OFFEr!

NEW MEMBER OFFER* RECEIVE 
ANY FORMULA 

OF YOUR CHOICE 

FREE 
when you purchase
two or more bags!
(Free formula includes any 

wet or dry products.)

LIMITED
TIME

* Offer valid for new customers who have not ordered within the 
last 6 months and good only through Direct Delivery.


