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QUESTION:
My dog got into the Halloween candy (chocolate) and I had to bring him into the vet for treatment.  Why is chocolate toxic to pets and not to people?

ANSWER:
Chocolate contains an alkaloid called theobromine, which dogs and cats are not able to quickly break down and metabolize.  Humans, on the other hand, don’t have problems breaking down theobromine and therefore do not have the same problems with toxicity with this chemical.  Theobromine is probably also toxin in birds, although studies have not been done to test the theory.  In general, we see cases mostly in dogs because they are more interested in eating chocolate than other pets.

In dogs, theobromine becomes toxic when too much is ingested proportional to the particular pet’s weight.  The concentration in semisweet and bakers chocolate is much higher, so the chance for toxicity is much greater when these are eaten.  Milk chocolate only contains very low levels, so it takes a lot more volume in order to cause the toxic effects.   
The other factor related to the toxicity of the chocolate is the size of the dog that eats it.  The larger the dog, the higher its threshold for the toxin.   Because this toxin is potentially lethal is always best to contact your veterinarian as soon as you notice the accidental ingestion.  Your vet will guide you through recommended treatments which may include inducing vomiting, fluid support, administration of agents that bind the toxin, and other supportive measures.  Signs of ingestion and absorption of the toxin may include vomiting, diarrhea, excessive urination, and fast heart rate and breathing.  
If you have a veterinary question that you would like to propose for an upcoming edition, please send it to email@catandexoticcare.com with “ask the vet” in the subject line.

Max Conn, DVM is the owner of Cat & Exotic Care of the Central Coast, a full service veterinary hospital dedicated to the special needs of cats, birds, reptiles and small mammals.  Cat & Exotic Care is located in Pismo Coast Plaza, 565 Five Cities Drive, 805-773-0228.  More information can be found at www.catandexoticcare.com.

