When Knees
GO Bad

Options and outcomes for the number-
one canine orthopedic injury

By Roxanne Hawn

EVEN AS A PUP, MY DOG GINKO LOVED THE BALL. A Lab/Greyhound mix, he
played fetch with hilarious speed, stopping only to wriggle in the snow or splash
in the creek, depending upon the season. He also hiked the Rocky Mountains near
our home, often wearing his own backpack. Then, in the summer of his third year,
he started acting stiff and sore at night, but always seemed fine the next morning.
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Despite significant cutbacks in activity, the pain cycle continued. tgh‘:’;‘ra‘
After a visit to the vet, we had a diagnosis: Ginko had ruptured cranial cruciate ligament Femur
ligaments (CCL) and torn medial meniscus in both knees. My otherwise healthy,
active boy had a big, bad, bilateral boo-boo, similar to anterior cruciate ligament
(ACL) and cartilage injuries suffered by humans. Cranial gri‘f:"e
Ginko is not alone. “The ruptured CCL in the dog is the most common ortho- ﬁ;f‘:e‘:t “gamém
pedic problem we deal with.” says Paul Gambardella, VMD, MS, ACVS, hospital
director at Oradell Animal Hospital in Paramus, New Jersey. Across the country,
surgeons report seeing as many as a half-dozen cases per week. “The most knee Kiedis]
surgeries I've done in one week is 17" says James Cook, DVM, PhD, ACVS, direc- Meniscus
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tor of the Comparative Orthopaedic Laboratory at the University of Missouri. Menisous

Improved Diagnostics

The CCL is the most important ligament in the canine knee, or stifle, providing
stability during weight-bearing use. When the CCL ruptures, either partially or
completely, the unstable joint begins its decline, and arthritis or other inflamma-
tory conditions result.
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While ACL problems in people come from acute injury (stop, twist, pow!), CCL
ruptures in dogs are more insidious. “I would say less than 5 percent are truly athletic
injuries,” says Cook. “The confusing thing is that there is often an event when the
owners notice it. So, they think that’s when it happened, but this is really a slow,
degenerative process. We don’t know if it’s pure biodynamics, but I can say for sure
that when we see these dogs, who, say, jumped for a Frisbee or fell in a hole, if we
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Anterior view of a normal canine
“knee"” (stifle) joint and cranial
cruciate ligament. Weight-bearing
use exerts constant tension on the
ligament. A CCL rupture creates
joint instability.

take x-rays that day, we can see radiographic changes that are pretty severe, so we
know there was some micro-instability brewing at the time.”

Michele Steffey, DVM, ACVS, a small-animal surgeon and lecturer at Cornell
University, explains, “Cruciate disease in dogs does not really match cruciate disease

in people, so it’s been harder to get at the underlying causes.” In the past, veterinary
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