
Except  in  very t ractable  and well-behaved animals, dogs and 
cats (especially males)  that have not  been  desexed tend to be 
driven  by their sexual hormones. They  roam  to seek  mates,  have 
aggressive  behaviour when defending their territory, and 
urinate frequently to mark their territory. If the animal’s need to 
express sexual behaviour is not met then it often escalates to 
destructive behaviour.  These behaviours are not only largely 
unacceptable in our society, but they often lead to injury of the 
individual, other animals and sometimes humans, too.

Further medical considerations for desexing are mammary 
cancer, uterine infections, prostatic disease and hormonal 
imbalances. Although they have multifactorial origins, a 
desexed animal has a much lesser risk of developing these 
conditions.

Why not?
All of these factors make a good case to support the desexing 
of cats and dogs, especially those living in an urban environ-
ment, in close confines. But what are the negative points about 
desexing?

Dogs  usually  attain  puberty  at  7-12  months and cats  at  4-9 
months  of  age.  At  this  point,  there  is  a  greater production of 
sex  hormones  which are involved with growth and 
development, helping to promote the maturation of cartilage 
and  assist  with  calcium  deposition  in  bones. There is concern 
about  some  of  the  long-term  health  risks of removing the 
benefits of these hormones.

Research has indicated that a desexed female dog is eight 
times more  likely  to  suffer  from  urinary  incontinence  and  it  has 
also  been  suggested  that  prepubertal  desexing of dogs causes 
an increased  incidence of hip dysplasia and bladder infections. 
Cats are more inclined to be shy and obese.

Desexing is  a  relatively   straight   forward   procedure   and  our 
modern   anaesthetics   are  generally    very   safe   but   complications

such as excessive blood loss, infection and drug reactions do 
occasionally arise.

What’s the best age to desex?
In prepubertal animals, the procedure is generally quicker, 
easier, less stressful and there is generally a faster recovery.

Females  that  are on heat  have   a  much   greater  blood  supply  to 
their  uterus     which      makes      surgery        riskier. Therefore,   it    is     ideal    to 
rather     do      surgery  before they come on heat  but  if  it’s too late 
then  most  vets  prefer to wait at least one week until after the 
heat.

Factors outlined above need to be considered and the best age to 
desex  is  often  an  individual   specific  decision that  needs   to  be 
made   considering the individual, the pet population as a whole 
and the needs of the client.

What’s involved?
The most commonly used approach to desex pets is the sur-
gical removal of their reproductive organs under anaesthetic. In 
males, it is often referred to as neutering and in females 
spaying. In female animals, we make an incision into their ab-
domens just below their umbilicus (belly button) and then use 
surgical instruments such as a “spey hook” to help us locate 
the uterus and ovaries. There are blood vessels that need to be 
carefully ligated to ensure there is no severe blood loss and 
then the organ is removed and the incision sutured in layers to 
close the abdominal wall, the subcutaneous tissue (under the 
skin) and finally the skin layer. Some vets don’t use skin 
sutures as the underlying layers hold the skin together.

In male animals, the testicles are removed. This is generally less 
invasive and more straightforward than surgery for female animals 
as the testicles are outside the body cavity. However, some males 
are born with their testicles not yet descended into the scrotum 
– they are known as cryptorchids. In the developing foetus the 
testicles migrate from a similar position to the ovaries in the female 
and this process is usually complete at two months of age but can 
be delayed until six months. If the testicle stays in this abnormal 
position, either in the abdomen or in the groin, it is very likely to 
become cancerous so neutering is even more important.

For  male  animals, there is also the option of  vasectomy  where 
the  vas deferens,  the   duct   that   carries   sperm,  is  cut   and  sealed 
to   make   them sterile. This  surgery  is  rarely  performed as  it  will 
not  reduce hormone driven behaviour. 

There are other ways to make animals infertile such as 
chemical castration in male animals and also medications that 
stop the production of sex hormones. Some of these are short 
acting and can be useful in certain situations – such as 
breeding animals that need to be prevented from reproducing 
for a period of time – but they do have risks such as a higher 
likelihood of uterine infections in female animals and 
these need to be carefully considered with your vet.

Responsible Breeding
Breeding dogs and cats can be incredibly 
rewarding but it can also be an agonising 
process involving much heartache when 
things go wrong. Most pregnancies and 
deliveries proceed normally, but sometimes 
emergency veterinary intervention is 
necessary to save the lives of the mother, 
the babies or both.  

DESEXING
Why desex?
For many dogs and cats there are a number of very good rea-
sons why it is important to consider desexing (an often surgical 
procedure to stop the reproductive tract from working, usually 
by having part of the reproductive tract removed). Further to 
this, there are several factors to take into consideration when 
electing the most suitable age for your pet to be desexed. 

First and foremost, desexing is used as an invaluable tool to 
help combat pet overpopulation, which is a huge animal welfare 
issue worldwide. An underlying theme in our society is that 
quality is ex-changed for quantity; the massive number of 
animals that are abandoned, or aren’t adequately cared for or 
can’t be rehomed, leads to millions of dogs and cats being 
euthanised each year.
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Pus accumulates as the body tries to fight off the infection and 
get rid of the foreign material. It is very painful when a lump 
forms, pressure builds and there’s nowhere for the fluid to go. 

Many abscesses burst on their own, which provides great relief. 
Sometimes you can feel a scab over the area and when you pull 
it away pus comes out. Cats and dogs will often lick and clean 
the area once an abscess starts to drain, and this assists with 
the healing. You can help by wiping the area clean twice a day 
with warm water using a swab or cotton wool pad.

Prevention 
Pets with healthy immune systems may be much less prone 
to developing abscesses and often heal very quickly. Optimal 
immune system function can be supported by feeding a 
wholesome, balanced diet with optimal amounts of immune-
supporting nutrients like omega 3 fatty acids and antioxidants. 
Another important strategy to help support a healthy immune 
system is to provide your animal with a comfortable and stress-
free home environment.

With cats, this can be difficult in suburbia as the neighborhood 
may be densely populated with cats and fights are often 
inevitable. Ensuring that you don’t have too many cats in your 
home, that they all have a safe place to rest in and retreat to 
and that your surrounding neighborhood doesn’t have stray/
unowned cats is important. Desexing cats can make a big 
difference to their territorial behaviour, like fighting, and is 
important to do to promote a healthy environment for cats.

Veterinary attention
If your pet is unwell, painful, feverish, off their food, lethargic 
or the abscess hasn’t burst then a visit to the vet can help them 
to feel a lot better.

We treat 
abscesses 
by surgically 
lancing, 
draining and 
flushing them to 
ensure that foreign 
material is dislodged.  
This is often performed under
sedation or anesthetic because they can be so painful. 
Sometimes we need to remove dying tissue to promote more 
rapid healing and resolution of the infection.  The wound will 
often be left open to encourage drainage and sometimes we 
place a special surgical drain to assist this process.

Antibiotics may be needed to help clear up a bad infection 
but complementary therapies like homeopathy, herbal 
medicine, ozonated gel, hyperbaric oxygen therapy and 
others can help aid healing tremendously.

About Dr Liza
Dr Liza is based in Tauranga where she established Holistic 
Vets, the first of its kind in New Zealand, which integrates all 
the advantages of conventional medicine and surgery with 
complementary therapies combining the best of both worlds 
to achieve excellent results for our patients and peace of 
mind for their owners . Her clinic has a digital X-ray, an in-
house laboratory, hospital, surgery and a hyperbaric oxygen 
therapy chamber, likely the second of its kind dedicated to 
animal use in the southern hemisphere. To help educate and 
inspire vets about the benefits of complementary therapies, I 
also serve as the president on the NZ Vet Associations’ 
Complementary Veterinary Medicine Branch.

ABSCESSES

Deciding to breed your dog or cat is a big decision, and places 
a lot of responsibility on you. Also, when deciding whether or 
not to breed your pet, it is important to plan ahead financially.  
You’ll need to set aside funds for health checks as well as for 
any unexpected emergencies.  Complications such as the need 
for an emergency caesarian section can be very costly so it’s 
best to plan ahead and to be prepared for the unexpected!

For the pet population as a whole, it is clear that desexing at a 
young age is an important practice that is adopted by animal  
shelters globally. When considering desexing your pet and the 
many factors relating to their specific needs as individuals, it is 
important to obtain guidance from your vet to help you to make 
the appropriate decision for their long-term health. 

Abscesses are usually the result of puncture wounds. With 
cats they are commonly inflicted during cat fights, and 
occasionally a foreign body such as a thorn, splinter or 
claw can remain.  Infection starts under the skin. 




