Dear Dr. Stillman,

My friend told me that garlic is a good, all natural flea repellant for dogs.  Is this true?  How much should I use?

Hannah G.

Dear Hannah,

Thanks for the question.  I think you’re really asking two questions.  The first one is what is the value of “all natural” remedies and the second is specifically about garlic.  We’ll discuss both of these subjects.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Folks ask me all the time about natural alternatives to synthetic chemicals or man-made medications.  I think that there is a common misconception that “all natural” is synonymous with safe and effective.  While there are many natural remedies which are as good as or better than their synthetic counterparts one should not assume that because something is prepared in mother nature’s kitchen that it is safe or effective.  After all, strychnine (one of the most potent known toxins)  is a naturally occurring substance distilled from the seeds of the Strychnos nux-vomica tree.  Cyanide occurs naturally in the pits of cherries and peaches.  Even commonly used natural remedies such as St. John’s Wort or Saw Palmetto extract can have adverse effects if used improperly or at inappropriate dosages.  “Natural” is hardly a guarantee of a product’s safety and natural products should be used with the same respect as other medications.
Another common misconception is that the natural version of a medication is superior to the synthetic version.  For centuries people living in Malaria infested regions knew that chewing on the bark of the Cinchona shrub would help to alleviate the symptoms of that disease.  The shrub produces a chemical which scientists later distilled and refined into the medication we call Quinine.  Though the bark can be effective, using the synthetic formulation of that medication allows for accurate and consistent dosing.   Quinine, like many drugs, can be toxic at higher doses and using a synthetic formulation prevents an accidental overdose which may arise from the guesswork inherent to using the drug in its natural form.
Lastly, in many cases, the traditional or natural treatment for an ailment is a product of rumor or misinformation.  It may have no effect at all, or an unintended adverse effect.    A prime example of this is a traditional healing tea made out of the plant Senecio.  For centuries, southwestern native Americans drank this tea in the belief that it cleansed their body of toxins.  In actuality, it is a potent liver toxin and was responsible for many deaths and illnesses every year.  In the late 1970’s researchers made a connection between the high incidence of liver disease in certain tribes and the consumption of Senecio tea and began an aggressive public awareness campaign to end its use.  The campaign was effective, Senecio tea consumption ceased, and liver disease rates on the reservation dropped precipitously.
Now, back to your original question.  The use of garlic to prevent fleas in dogs has aspects of all of the scenarios we’ve discussed.  Garlic has been used for centuries as a folk remedy for fleas.  In the past few decades science has turned its analytical eye on the practice and researchers have shown conclusively that garlic is not an effective remedy for fleas.  Its use has no benefit over placebo.
	Additionally, garlic (and all members of the onion family) contains the chemical thiosulphate.  It is a well known toxin for cats and dogs and can lead to a disease called hemolytic anemia.  The primary symptoms of this toxicity are the bursting of red blood cells leading to breathlessness, lethargy, diarrhea, vomiting, weakness, collapse and death.   The chemical is active in cooked, dried or raw forms and should be carefully avoided.  In this case the natural remedy in question is both dangerous and ineffective.
	As an aside, people often ask me if Brewer’s Yeast can be used as a flea preventative.  It is equally ineffective but is not at all dangerous. It’s a good source of protein which we sometimes use to supplement a dog’s diet.
	My advice would be to discuss flea control with your veterinarian and to let him or her help you choose a safe, effective option to prevent these nasty little beasts from infesting your dog.  Additionally, if you are going to use natural remedies I think it’s very important to establish a relationship with someone who is well trained in their uses and potential side effects, ask thoughtful questions and then carefully follow the advice that they offer you.  The internet or acquaintances at the beach are often unreliable sources of information about when and how to use these potentially powerful and largely unregulated chemicals.



