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HEATSTROKE

Heatstroke is a serious and life-threatening condition. Immediate treatment is
essential to increase chances of survival. If left untreated, over half of animals
with heatstroke can die.
At the same temperature, pets are more predisposed to heat stroke on humid
days compared to dry days.

ENVIRONMENTAL CONDITIONS THAT PREDISPOSE PETS
TO HEATSTROKE
• Hot ambient temperature
• Moderate ambient temperature but high humidity
• Animals left in cars
• Animals left inside house with no air conditioning
• No access to shade (e.g. dogs on the back of utes)
• No access to water

ANIMALS THAT ARE AT GREATER RISK OF DEVELOPING
HEATSTROKE
• Brachycephalic (flat-faced) breed dogs
• e.g. Pug, French bulldogs, English bulldogs, Cavalier King Charles Spaniel, Shih tzu.
• Their smaller and narrower nostrils, long soft palate, and under-developed and
smaller airways combine to prevent efficient air flow, and thus loss of heat from
panting
• Dogs with laryngeal (vocal cord) paralysis
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• Large breed dogs
• Overweight and obese pets
• Dogs having seizures
• Guinea pigs left outside on hot days

SYMPTOMS
• Heavy panting
• Difficulty breathing
• Increased effort or noise when breathing
• Dullness and lethargy
• Loss of consciousness
• Loss of coordination with movement

• Nausea or vomiting
• Seizures
• Bright red or blue-tinged gum colour
• Bloody diarrhoea
• Dark-coloured urine

• Place your pet in a cool, air-conditioned
environment

ACTION TO TAKE

• Continuously cool your pet with running
tap water and a fan for at least 5 to 10
minutes before transporting your pet to
the vet
• Transport your pet with air-conditioning on
• Keep coat wet during transit (put wet
towel over pet)
• Once your pet is cooled (it may stop
panting and begin to shiver), dry your pet
and keep it warm as they can get too cold
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WHAT NOT TO DO
• Do not put your pet into an ice bath or place
wrapped ice bricks on them
• Extreme cooling causes the blood vessels on
the surface of the skin to constrict, and
prevents heat loss as blood is no longer
transported to the surface for cooling
• Do not assume that treatment is not required
just because the body temperature has come
back down as damage has likely occurred already

WHAT TO EXPECT FROM THE VET
• Emergency cooling, especially if your pet’s body temperature is still high
• Intravenous fluids to treat for dehydration, shock and to cool body down internally
• Oxygen therapy
• Anaesthesia and airway intubation (putting a tube in the airway)
• Animals that are unconscious
• Especially those who have also vomited
• Animals with noisy breathing sounds caused by airway obstruction
• Long soft palate in flat-faced breeds
• Paralysed vocal cords (laryngeal paralysis
• Swelling of the throat area
• Medication to protect the gastrointestinal tract (especially if there is vomiting
and diarrhoea)
• Medications to prevent infection if bloody diarrhoea develops
• Blood tests
• Assess severity of dehydration
• Clotting tests as heatstroke can cause animals to lose the ability to clot,
which can cause bleeding
• Assessment of organ dysfunction or failure, which is common in heatstroke
• To monitor for response to treatment
• Blood or plasma transfusion
• Required for animals with clotting problems
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POTENTIAL COMPLICATIONS
• Organ failure
• Heart, lungs, kidneys, liver, clotting system, gastrointestinal tract, brain
• The more organ systems affected, the less likely a pet will survive
• Death

PREVENTION
• Always ensure your pet has access
to plenty of water and shade
• Do not exercise your dog after
9:30am and before 5:00pm during
the hotter months of the year
• Avoid exercising your pet if it is
humid even if the air temperature is
not too hot
• Don’t leave your pet in cars, even if
it’s only for a few minutes

• Dogs with a history of noisy
breathing need to be kept in cool
environment (preferably
air-conditioned) during the hotter
months of year
• Consider having airway surgery
for brachycephalic (flat-faced) breed
dogs, especially if there is
noticeable increase in noisy
breathing over time. (It ALWAYS
gets worse with age)

FURTHER INFORMATION
• Treatment of heatstroke can be complex
• Animals with heatstroke may need to be in hospital for a long time
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