
 

Pet flea and tick treatments contain
pesticides that end up washing into the
environment
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Responsible owners of the UK's 22 million cats and dogs may well have
followed advice from many vets to treat pets with a monthly preventative
"spot on" flea and tick treatment. However, these treatments are
polluting our rivers and could pose a health risk to pet-loving families,
according to new research.

Spot-on parasiticides are liquids applied to the back of the pet's neck.
They spread over the skin of the animal making it toxic to fleas (and
sometimes ticks) for at least one month. They're often sold as part of a
pet health care plan, whereby pet owners make a monthly payment for a
package of year-round treatments.

Around [86% of dogs and 91% of cats] are treated for fleas at least once
a year, whether fleas are present or not. The most common active
ingredients in these treatments are called imidacloprid (an insecticide
linked to bee declines) and fipronil, another potent insecticide that can
harm the nervous systems of animals and humans.

Recent surveys by the Environment Agency have detected these
synthetic chemicals in river water samples from around the UK, with
99% of samples containing fipronil and 66% containing imidacloprid.
Concentrations commonly exceeded what are deemed to be safe limits
by most experts.

How were these chemicals getting into rivers? Fipronil and imidacloprid
were both banned for outdoor agricultural use by 2018, due to concerns
over their persistence and toxicity to non-target insect life.

Aside from vet medicines, the only other use for fipronil and
imidacloprid is in poison baits for ants and cockroaches, but there is no
evidence that this is a significant source of the measured pollution. Dogs
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that have been treated with these chemicals and then swim in rivers
seemed a plausible explanation.

Investigations by the research organization UK Water Industry Research
revealed that concentrations of both chemicals were much higher in
effluent from wastewater treatment works, with very little removed
through the treatment process, and in rivers downstream of wastewater
treatment works. This strongly suggests that this pollution comes from a
domestic source, such as washing down plugholes from homes.

To investigate this further, my colleagues and I studied what happens
after these chemicals have been applied to a pet. We treated dogs with
these chemicals and measured how much came off when dogs were
bathed or stroked. We found that bathing dogs, washing bedding and
owners washing hands were all significant sources of river pollution,
sufficient to account for much of the pollution found in rivers. There
were multiple likely additional pathways for these chemicals to end up 
going down the drain.

If you have a cat or dog you may well be wondering what you should do.
In my opinion, preventative flea treatment is neither necessary nor
desirable in most cases. Most dogs and cats don't have fleas. Indoor cats
are unlikely to catch fleas. Non-chemical methods such as flea traps,
regular hot washing of the animal's bedding to kill larval fleas and 
hoovering are effective. Regular flea combing helps detect and remove
fleas.

Parasiticides usually only need to be used once an infestation has
established—doing this would hugely reduce the use of these pesticides.
There are also oral flea and tick treatments such as isoxazolines, which
rapidly resolve flea infestations. These may be safer for the
environment, but we don't know for certain.
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Aside from the obvious concern over river pollution, there are other
issues to consider. Studies indicate a growing lack of effectiveness for
older spot-on products, especially fipronil, suggesting that fleas are 
evolving resistance to these chemicals.

Proceed with precaution

To make sure newer classes of parasiticide such as isoxazolines remain
as effective as possible, extensive preventative use cannot continue. 
Previous research has also raised concerns about possible health risks to
pet owners and veterinary professionals from chronic exposure to pet
parasiticides.

Our work supports these concerns, demonstrating that fipronil and
imidacloprid readily transfer to bedding and owner's hands, so they will
quickly get smeared around the household. We found that the products
last at least 28 days on dogs, so monthly applications will result in
widespread and long-lasting contamination of households with these
potent neurotoxins.

Very little research has been done on the effects of such exposure, but
recent studies have found links between fipronil exposure and both 
diabetes and high blood pressure. Fipronil can transfer from mother to 
unborn baby via the placenta, and exposure to fipronil's toxic breakdown
product, fipronil sulfone, during pregnancy has been associated with
reduced thyroid function in newborn babies as well as lower Apgar
scores, a score used to test the health of a newborn.

Pesticides, including parasiticides, can have a legitimate and important
role in pest and disease control, but the current approach to parasite
control in pets is neither responsible nor sustainable. To achieve a
healthier and more environmentally-sound strategy, pesticides should
only be used on pets with caution and for specific, targeted reasons.
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This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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