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Degenerative Myelopathy (DM) 

Genetically Linked to Lou Gehrig's Disease
Most people fear hip dysplasia in German shepherds, but not everyone realizes that this beautiful breed is also near the top of  the list of 43 breeds (which includes Boxers) who are known to develop Canine Degenerative Myelopathy. DM is progressive and has no known cure.

DM typically strikes dogs between the ages of 7 and 14 years. The initial symptoms of DM include a loss of muscle control and coordination in the hind legs. With no known cure and few effective treatments most owners are forced to euthanize their dogs within 6 months of diagnosis due to complete paralysis in the hind quarter. Occasionally dogs will live up to 3 years with the disease if the respiratory muscles are not affected. Alternate means of mobility, such as a cart, are often necessary  for those dogs who have completely lost control of their rear legs, but have not yet succumbed to respiratory failure. 

People who know of Lou Gehrig's Disease (ALS) will notice the frightening similarities of degenerative myelopathy. Progressive loss of muscle function, weakness, paralysis and eventual death. Researchers at the University of Missouri  recently found a genetic link between these two horrifying diseases. A study funded by the American Kennel Club Canine Health foundation (and participating breed clubs) revealed that dogs with DM have a mutated SOD1 gene that resembles amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS).

This revelation has lead to a certain level of excitement for scientists who have had to rely heavily on rodents for their research into ALS treatments. Dogs are more similar in size and structure to humans,  and clinical trials are hoped to be more revealing and reliable on DM affected dogs than previous trials on the rodents.  There is hope that the new trials will be more effective in discovering a cure for this cruel disease, for both humans and dogs. Additionally, in the dog community, breeders may be able to more effectively identify a DNA link so as to avoid this hideous disease in the future.
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