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Giardia and Giardiasis
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Giardiasis is the intestinal disease caused by the parasite Giardia canis.  Giardiasis usually affects dogs, particularly puppies, but can also occur in cats. In North America, it’s fairly common in people too. It is zoonotic, which means it can be transmitted from animals to humans.  However, most zoonotic parasites are transmitted primarily from a contaminated environment, not from normal contact with your pet.  For instance, both you and your pet come into contact with the same contaminated water source, such as water from a well or river.  Many dogs pick it up from puddles at the dog park.

Good personal hygiene should be practiced in homes where giardiasis has been diagnosed in a pet.  Your pet’s stool should be cleaned up an properly disposed of.  Children should not be allowed to handle the stool.  The majority of the parasite’s life cycle is spent in the intestines of its unwitting host.  The parasite forms a hard cyst that gets passed in feces and is thus spread into the environment.

Diarrhea, severe or mild, is the most common sign of giardiasis.  The diarrhea can be either intermittent or chronic.  Typically there is a high volume of diarrhea with soft, almost frothy, mucousy stools.  Weight loss and malabsorption can occur.  A rancid odor to the feces is often noticed.  Usually the diarrhea goes away on its own and the pet is fine, but some severe cases affect pets with weight loss and general lethargy.  The infection is diagnosed via a fecal examination or a giardia-specific ELISA test.  

Most pets don’t become seriously ill because of Giardia, so the prognosis is almost always good. However, if a pet has some underlying disease, particularly one that compromises the immune system, giardiasis can cause a more serious infection.  However, even these animals typically recover with slightly more intensive treatment.
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