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A serious spleen situation! 
What is the spleen? 

The spleen is an organ in the abdomen that sits near 

the stomach. Its functions are to filter the blood to 

remove worn 

out blood cells, 

as well as 

helping with the 

immune system. 

How can it be 

affected? 

The spleen can 

develop masses 

which can be 

either benign or 

malignant. 

The most 

common malignant tumour that affects the spleen is 

called a Haemangiosarcoma. This often affects 

elderly large breed dogs such as German Shepherds, 

Golden Retrievers and Labradors. 

The tumour is made up of the cells that form blood 

vessels and as such the tumour is often filled with large 

pockets of blood. It can be very delicate and can 

easily rupture either through blunt trauma to the 

abdomen or just through growth and stretching. If the 

tumour ruptures, it causes internal bleeding which can 

be very severe. 

Unfortunately haemangiosarcomas are extremely 

aggressive and will often have spread elsewhere by 

the time they are identified, so treatment options will 

vary on a case-by-case basis. 

 

 

 

 

We are open seven days a week: 
Mon - Fri, 8.00am - 7pm  
Sat, 8.30am - 5.30pm 
Sun, 10am - 1pm 

Symptoms 

Initial signs can be very subtle such as: 

 Abdominal distention 

 Weight loss 

 Reduced appetite 

 Weakness 

But they can progress (sometimes rapidly) if the 

tumour ruptures causing internal bleeding. Severe 

signs can include: 

 Pale gums 

 Increased heart 
and breathing rate 

 Sudden slowing 
down 

 Collapse 

 Sudden death 

Diagnosis 

A suspicion of a splenic mass may arise during a 

routine booster appointment, as your vet will palpate/

feel your dog’s tummy and might feel an enlarged 

spleen. If you are visiting the vet because you are 

concerned about your pet, the history you give, as 

well as a clinical examination, will alert your vet to the 

potential for a splenic tumour. Following a suspicion for 

the tumour, your vet will recommend an abdominal 

ultrasound to check for changes to the spleen as well 

as free fluid in the abdomen, which could suggest 

internal bleeding. They may also recommend a blood 

test, clotting test and a sample of the fluid from the 

abdomen may be taken. 

Malignant tumours of the spleen often spread 

elsewhere in the body so echocardiography (heart 

ultrasound) or chest xrays may be performed to try to 

identify this. 
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Surgery to remove benign masses is often be 

curative. However, if the mass is malignant, it will 

often have already spread elsewhere and 

unfortunately the majority of dogs won’t survive past 

one year post surgery. Chemotherapy can help 

improve survival times but involves regular visits to a 

veterinary hospital and so is not a good option for all 

patients. 

If you think your pet is not looking right or just ‘getting 

a bit old’ then it may be worth getting them 

checked out for a splenic mass, especially if they are 

a larger breed. Contact the practice to make and 

appointment on 01626 835 002 

if you are concerned. 

 

 

 

 

Matted fur - Remember that 

mud and even snow can 

cause matting of pets’ hair which can be really 

painful as it pulls on the skin. This can be especially 

bad if your animal already suffers from underlying skin 

disease or arthritis. It is important to brush your pet’s 

hair right down to the skin and not just the surface 

hairs, as the coat can look smooth on the surface but 

may be matted underneath. Pay particular attention 

to the armpits and tummy as these area scan often 

be missed. 

Christmas - Christmas is a joyous time of year but also 

a dangerous time for your pet! 

•Christmas lights – both dogs and cats are likely to 

want to play with these! Check wiring regularly for 

any damage to the protective coating which could 

lead to electrocution.  

•Ribbon/String -  these can be very tempting for cats 

to play with but if ingested can lead to ‘bunching 

up’ of the intestines which interferes with intestinal 

blood supply and can cause an obstruction.  

•Christmas cake/Christmas pudding/Mince pies – 

Grapes, raisins and currents are toxic to dogs. Even 

tiny amounts can cause kidney failure if ingested.  

•Chocolate – this is toxic to dogs and can cause 

seizures. Make sure your advent calendars and 

chocolate treats are well out of reach. Chocolates 

from the Christmas tree are a particular favourite for 

thieving dogs! 

 

Treatment for Spleen tumours 

Surgery is the primary method of treatment for dogs 

with splenic masses. The surgery involves complete 

removal of the spleen. A sample of the mass will then 

be sent for histopathology to determine whether it is 

malignant (aggressive) or benign. 

Patients must be stabilised before surgery with a drip 

and medications, and will likely require intensive 

care after the surgery. If the spleen is actively 

bleeding, the surgery is a real emergency and 

prognosis depends on the severity of the bleed. 

Some dogs require a blood transfusion to replace 

the lost blood. Complications post-surgery can 

include: bleeding, irregular heart rhythm and 

pancreatitis. The surgery can be very high risk. 

 

Road salt - When spread to prevent icy roads, salt 

can cause irritation, pain and burns on your pet’s 

feet. Take care when walking your dog after salt has 

been spread; try to stick to grassy areas off the roads 

and pavements and rinse your dog’s feet after 

walks.  

High rivers/thin ice - Be very careful around fast 

flowing rivers with your dogs and keep them on the 

lead when close to prevent them getting swept 

away or getting into trouble. Upsetting as it may be if 

your pet gets into trouble with a fast-flowing river, DO 

NOT try to jump in after them to save them as you 

yourself could end up at risk of drowning. Thin ice on 

lakes can also be a risk – do not let your dog play on 

iced over lakes. 

Leptospirosis - This is a disease spread mainly via rat 

urine which can then accumulate in wet areas such 

as muddy fields, ponds, lakes and rivers. Fully 

vaccinated dogs should be protected against this 

disease. If their vaccines are out of date, or you 

have opted not to vaccinate your dog, they may be 

at risk of contracting leptospirosis. In dogs, 

leptospirosis causes liver and kidney failure and is 

incredibly serious. This disease is also zoonotic, 

meaning that it can be transmitted to humans. We 

strongly recommend yearly dog vaccines to protect 

against this disease. In the absence of vaccines, you 

must be careful to avoid areas where rodents may 

reside, as well as flood waters and wet areas. 

 

 

 

Spleen tumours cont... 

Protecting your pet in the Winter 

If you would like to make an appointment for your dog to have 

their annual vaccines, or need to check when they are due, 

please contact the  practice on 01626  835 002 .  
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Why are multiple tests 

necessary?  

If you visit the vet because your pet is poorly, we may 

recommend a series of tests to diagnose the 

condition. This can sometimes feel frustrating as we 

may need to perform multiple tests to rule out 

different conditions. A clinical examination in 

consultation (combined with your history) can 

sometimes provide a diagnosis there and then. 

However, sometimes the findings can be non-specific 

and could be due to a number of different conditions. 

If this is the case, we may need to move to the next 

step of investigations. So why do we perform multiple 

tests when trying to find a diagnosis? Well the answer 

is that no single test can give us all the information, 

and sometimes, we may have several potential 

diagnoses with very separate tests to diagnose them! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There may be a clear next step, but sometimes there 

are several different potential tests to carry out next 

with no clear order as to how they should be 

performed. Imagine you are at a fork in a road, you 

have to choose a direction to travel with no signpost. 

You may get lucky and end up at your desired 

destination (a diagnosis) on the first choice, however 

you may reach a dead end (a negative) and have to 

try that other fork after all. 

Each test will give us information and we, as vets, will 

always follow the most logical next steps. Much as we 

would love to, vets don’t have a crystal ball to make 

decisions!  

In some cases, we need two separate tests to confirm 

a likely diagnosis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Example 1:  When diagnosing kidney disease, we 

need a blood test as well as a urine sample to 

compare blood values to urine concentration. 

Without the urine sample, it is often unclear if the 

blood changes are due to kidney issues or other 

problems such as dehydration. Once kidney disease 

is confirmed we will then recommend checking your 

pets blood pressure to fully stage the disease. Without 

all of this information we cannot make a complete 

diagnosis and work out a suitable treatment plan.  

As vets, we are not allowed to prescribe to an animal 

unless it is directly ‘under our care’. This means that 

we must be sure that the medication is appropriate 

for the current condition and will not do more harm 

than good. We cannot do this without putting our 

hands on the animal.  

Example 2: We may sometimes need to compare      

x-rays to an ultrasound scan. Each test has its own 

advantages and limitations and give us different 

information. If we are worried about a foreign body 

or a tumour we may 

need both of these 

tests for a clearer 

diagnosis. 

 

Example 3: When 

investigating heart and 

lung disease, 

ultrasound can provide information about the 

function and movement of the heart but struggles 

with looking for associated lung disease as the image 

is distorted when there is gas present. There is clearly 

a lot of gas in the lungs! Hence x-ray can complete 

the picture. 

 

We hope this helps to explain why we cannot always 

diagnose your pet in the consult room or after a 

single test. We will always endeavour to chat through 

all the possible diagnostic options and propose a 

plan that you are happy with before embarking on 

that path.  
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Always remember, if you are ever unsure of why the 

vet is suggesting something, just say! We are more 

than happy to provide further explanation.  



Pet Superstar 
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Our nurse Alice went on maternity 

leave in September and has since 

welcomed her baby boy Noah into 

the world. Both mother and baby are 

doing really well and we wish them all 

the best. 

In the meantime, Lucy Hill will be her 

maternity 

cover. Lucy 

qualified as a registered veterinary 

nurse in 2017 and has a special 

interest in exotic species and 

emergency medicine. Outside of 

work, Lucy volunteers for StreetVet 

Plymouth, a charity that provides 

veterinary treatment for animals of 

the homeless. 

Staff news 

Shep came in to see us at 

Molecare after a three day 

history of progressive lethargy 

and lack of appetite. He was 

specifically uncomfortable 

when walking and was found 

to be lying down on the farm, 

unwilling to rise to greet his 

owner which was very out of 

character. 

On presentation at the vets he 

was feeling very sorry for 

himself, not surprisingly, after 

the vet read a temperature of 

40.3 (normal up to 39.3). He 

was stiff and lame through 

many of his joints, feeling nauseous and dehydrated at 

the time.  

After his thorough exam and careful consideration of his 

history, there were frustratingly many things that could 

have caused his symptoms. We started by checking his 

bloods and as Molecare have an extensive laboratory 

on site we were able to run the blood straight away 

however nothing unusual showed on his results.  

We were worried about the possibility of Lyme Disease as 

Shep lives on a farm and had recent exposure to ticks. 

We took some more blood and sent it for an urgent next 

day request to our external laboratory. Whilst we sat 

patiently waiting, Shep remained hospitalised on fluids, 

anti-sickness, anti-inflammatory, pain relief and broad 

spectrum antibiotics. The next day, Lyme Disease came 

back negative so we kept scratching our heads! 

At this time, our budget was getting tighter and Shep 

was not improving so we decided to make a call to a 

very friendly referral centre who we work closely with. 

The vet was able to speak to one of their medicine 

specialists to discuss the next best option for him in the 

circumstances.  

With all things considered, the decision was made to 

treat for the most statistically likely diagnosis – Immune 

Mediated Polyarthritis. This is a condition where the 

immune system acts against the body’s own tissues, in 

this case, affecting all his joints and leading to whole 

body inflammation, pain and high temperature. The 

treatment involves high doses of steroids gradually 

tapering over time until a hopeful full remission.  

We were over the moon when Shep responded 

marvellously and one thing is for sure, he quickly 

became our most favourite patients of the week. 

Throughout all the pain and discomfort he was nothing 

other than a true gentleman. He was actually a total 

softy, allowing just one person to take his temperature 

without even being held!  

So here’s to Shep and we wish him the best of luck in his 

continued recovery! 

We are now enrolled in the 

RCVS practice standards 

scheme! 

What is the practice standards 

scheme? 

The RCVS practice standard 

scheme is a voluntary initiative 

to accredit veterinary practices 

in the UK in order to promote 

and maintain the highest 

standards of veterinary care. 

To become accredited, practices volunteer for      

rigorous assessment every 4 years and are also       

subject to spot-checks between assessments. This   

accreditation can  provide peace of mind that your 

pets are in good hands. 

Molecare Pet Vets is now fully accredited as a Tier 2  

General Practice under the practice standards 

scheme  

What does this mean for me? 

We have always strived to provide gold standard 

care to our patients so we have not really altered 

how we are doing things…as we have been doing 

them all along! For this reason, you may not notice 

many differences during your visits. 
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