What is Kennel Cough?

Before you bring your dogs to a boarding kennel, dog show, puppy school, grooming parlour or other situation where they'll be around a lot of dogs, it's a good idea to vaccinate your dog against kennel cough. Kennel cough is a highly contagious respiratory condition caused by a bacterium called Bordetella bronchiseptica, although sometimes viruses can also play a role in the disease. The germ which causes kennel cough is similar to the germ which causes whooping cough in babies although the disease does not spread to humans. The term kennel cough is misleading as the disease is not just confined to boarding kennels but can also be picked up in a wide range of other situations, even out on the pavement for a walk. As such, kennel cough is more appropriately termed "infectious bronchitis" to reflect the fact that it can be picked up outside boarding kennels also. Cats can also contract it and it can play a part in the cat flu complex.

Infectious bronchitis causes bouts of high pitched, honk-like coughing that keeps both you and your pet awake at night for up to 2 weeks, and rarely up to 2 months. Onset of this disease occurs abruptly after contact with infected dogs. Some owners also note vomiting in their dogs, but usually their pets are just expelling a large amount of phlegm. Sometimes an owner may think that the dog is choking on something. Diagnosis can be confirmed by isolating the bacterium from a tracheal swab. Use of an endoscope may be necessary to ensure that a foreign body is not present in the airways as the symptoms are similar.


Treatment only has a limited effect on the course of the disease although cough suppressants can help to relieve this distressing cough. Owners should be aware of possible secondary infections, which may lead to pneumonia. If pneumonia sets in, antibiotics are necessary to help clear the infection. At this stage, getting phlegm out of the dog's system is key for recovery, which is why cough suppressant medication is not appropriate then. Intense coughing can be painful for your pet, so limit activity the more Rover moves around, the more he will cough. Cigarette smoke, excitement and moving from a warm house into cold outside air can also aggravate the condition.

The best treatment, of course, is prevention. An intranasal vaccine, given as a spray of droplets up the nostrils, provides at least 12 months protection provided it is administered properly. The vaccine should be given at least one week prior to entering boarding kennels although many small animal vets will protect puppies routinely at the time of their initial innoculations as they have no immunity against the disease at this age. Most good boarding kennels nowadays insist that your dog is vaccinated against kennel cough in addition to the other nasties. This way your dog won't go home with a distressing cough. On rare occasions a vaccinated dog can still contract the condition although the symptoms in these cases are usually much milder and easier to treat.


If you have other dogs in the house, they will probably get kennel cough too, but you can take some precautionary measures. Separate everyone and wash your
hands after contact with each dog. Use bleach to clean areas where your sick dog has been. Vaccination of the other dogs in the house may reduce the chance of them picking up the disease provided they are not already incubating the disease.

If your pet is coughing for more than 2 or 3 days without signs of improvement, bring your pet to your small animal vet. Your canine's cough may not be kennel cough. If you see any secondary signs, such as depression, lack of appetite, fever, blood in phlegm, or difficulty breathing, bring your pet into your vet immediately for assessment and treatment.

Most importantly, if your dog does have kennel cough, don't take him into a situation where he will put other dogs at risk of infection. 

