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Abstract

Sweden.

Background: This study was conducted to evaluate the faecal occurrence and characterization of Clostridium
difficile in clinically healthy dogs (N =50) and in dogs with diarrhea (N =20) in the Stockholm-Uppsala region of

Findings: Clostridium difficile was isolated from 2/50 healthy dogs and from 2/20 diarrheic dogs. Isolates from
healthy dogs were negative for toxin A and B and for the tcdA and tcdB genes. Both isolates from diarrheic dogs
were positive for toxin B and for the tcdA and tcdB genes. The C. difficile isolates from healthy dogs had PCR
ribotype 009 (SE-type 6) and 010 (SE-type 3) whereas both isolates from dogs with diarrhoea had the toxigenic
ribotype 014 (SE-type 21). One of the isolates from healthy dogs was initially resistant to metronidazole.

Conclusions: This study revealed presence of toxigenic C. difficile in faecal samples of diarrheic dogs and low
number of non- toxigenic isolates in healthy dogs from Uppsala-Stockholm region in Sweden. However, more
comprehensive studies are warranted to investigate the role of C. difficile in gastrointestinal disease in dogs.
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Background

The role of C.difficile in gastrointestinal disease in dogs
is not yet defined. Moreover, interspecies transmission
of C. difficile has also been suggested [1]. The virulence
of C. difficile is mainly related to the presence of two
exotoxins, A and B that are encoded by tcdA and tcdB
genes, respectively [2]. In addition, some strains express
a binary toxin (CDT) [3].

The aim of the present study was to evaluate the pres-
ence of C. difficile in faeces from healthy and diarrheic
dogs in the Stockholm-Uppsala region, Sweden. Toxin
production, ribotyping and antibiotic resistance pattern
of the isolates was also revealed.

Material and methods

Animals and sampling

Faecal samples from 50 healthy, randomly selected, and
20 diarrheic dogs (8 months-12 years old, median age
5 years) of varying breeds and from different households
were investigated. Eighteen of the diarrheic dogs were
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hospitalized due to acute gastrointestinal disease involv-
ing diarrhea, whereas the remaining two dogs were
outpatients and sampled at veterinary clinics. Use of
systemic antibiotics within the last three months was
recorded in a questionnaire for the healthy dogs. Sam-
ples were collected directly upon defecation. To prevent
contamination, 10-20 g of faeces was collected with a
spoon and stored in a sterile plastic sampling tube. The
samples were kept refrigerated, and processed in the la-
boratory within 12 h after collection.

Culture conditions and bacteriological analysis

Faecal samples were plated onto C. difficile agar (CM0601
Oxoid, Basingstoke, UK) and used to inoculate C. difficile
enrichment broth. Clostridium difficile agar was sup-
plemented with moxalactam and norfloxacin (SRO173E
Oxoid) and 5% horse blood (National Veterinary Institute,
SVA, Uppsala, Sweden), and incubated anaerobically for
48 h at 37°C. Clostridium difficile broth was prepared with
the ingredients for CMO0601 (agar excluded), sup-
plemented with moxalactam and norfloxacin. Briefly, 5 g
of each faecal sample was added to 10 mL broth and
mixed by vortex and incubated anaerobically at 37°C for
10 days. After incubation, the suspension was streaked
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onto C. difficile agar and Fastidious Anaerob Agar (FAA
agar, SVA, Uppsala, Sweden) containing 5% horse blood
and incubated for 48 h.

Identification of the isolates

Clostridium difficile was tentatively identified on the
basis of Gram stain and morphology, characteristic horse
manure odour, L-proline aminopeptidase activity (Oxoid),
and then confirmed by the latex agglutination test (C. dif
ficile test kit DR1107A, Oxoid).

Toxin detection of C. difficile

Toxin A detection was performed on fresh faeces, within
12 h after sampling, using the C. difficile toxin A test
(TD 0970A, Oxoid Ltd). Positive control (C. difficile
strain ATCC 43255) and negative control were included
in each experiment, according to the instructions of the
manufacturer. Detection of toxin B was performed by in-
oculation of isolates into C. difficile broth. The sterile
culture filtrates (48 h incubation at 37°C under anaer-
obic condition) were used in the Vero cell assay as previ-
ously described [4].

Detection of C. difficile toxin A and toxin B genes
Presence or absence of toxin A and toxin B genes were
evaluated by using PCR amplification of the A3 and Bl
fragments using primer pairs and PCR protocol de-
scribed by Rupnik [5]. The analysis was performed on C.
difficile isolates.

PCR ribotyping of C. difficile

PCR ribotyping was performed according to Stubbs
et al. [6] with modifications described by Svenungsson
et al. [7]. The type was given according to the inter-
national nomenclature by using the ribotype nomencla-
ture of the Cardiff Anaerobe Reference Laboratory
(Cardiff, Wales, UK), or when reference isolates were
missing, as SE-type (Swedish type).

Antibiotic resistance pattern of the isolates

Clostridium difficile isolates were analysed for their sus-
ceptibility to five different antibiotics (Table 1). Anti-
microbial susceptibility patterns and MIC values were
determined by the Etest (AB Biodisk, Solna, Sweden)
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according to the manufacturer’s instructions. The break-
points were chosen according to The European Committee
on Antimicrobial Susceptibility Testing (EUCAST) [8].
For quality control a clinical isolate namely, (CD0903),
which is sensitive to the antibiotics in the test, was used
in parallel for each incubation. The MICs were below
current breakpoints and no drift over time has been
detected (the measured MIC ranges (mg/L) for the
control isolate are: erythromycin 0.25-1; clindamycin
0.25-1; moxifloxacin 0.5-2; metronidazole: 0.032-0.125;
vancomycin: 0.25-0.5).

Results

Clostridium difficile was isolated from 2 of the 50 healthy
dogs and from 2 of the 20 diarrheic dogs investigated.
Clostridium difficile was isolated both from primary cul-
ture and from the enrichment broth after 10 days of in-
cubation, except the isolate no. 56 that was recovered
only after enrichment.

Toxin production of C. difficile

Both C. difficile isolates (no. 56 and 61) from diarrheic
dogs were toxin B producers, and were positive for the
tcdA and tcdB genes (Table 1). However, samples from
both dogs were negative on the initial C. difficile toxin A
test performed on fresh faeces. Faeces from 4 additional
diarrheic dogs tested positive for toxin A test but bac-
teria were not isolated from these samples. The C. diffi-
cile isolates (no. 35 and 38) from healthy dogs were
negative for the tcdA and tcdB genes (Table 1). Culture
filtrates from these samples were negative for toxin B,
and all faeces from the animals from which the isolates
were obtained were negative for toxin A.

PCR ribotyping

The isolates from healthy dogs were classified as PCR
ribotype 009/SE-type 6 (isolate no. 35) and 010/SE-type
3 (isolate no. 38), whereas both isolates from diarrheic
dogs had PCR ribotype 014/ SE-type 21 (Table 1).

Antibiotic treatment of the dogs and resistance pattern of
the isolates

Two of the healthy dogs investigated were treated with
metronidazole and amoxicillin with clavulanic acid

Table 1 Ribotypes, tcdA/tcdB and antibiotic susceptibility patterns with MIC values (mg/L) of C. difficile isolated from

dogs in Sweden

Isolate no./group Ribotype tcdA & tcdB Metronidazole Vancomycin Clindamycin Erytromycin Moxifloxacin
35/healthy 009 64,0% 05 05 10 1,0
38/healthy 010 0,064 05 20 20 1,0
56/diarrheic 014 + 0,125 05 20 20 20
61/diarrheic 014 + 0,032 0,5 40 1,0 2,0

* Result from the initial test.
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respectively, within three months before sampling. The
isolate no. 35 was isolated from the dog that was treated
with metronidazole, and this isolate was initially resist-
ant to high levels of metronidazole: 64 mg/L (Table 1).
However, high level metronidazole resistance was not
maintained; subsequent subcultures following recovery
from frozen storage were resistant to between 2 and
8 mg/L of antibiotic. Isolate no. 38 was isolated from a
dog without history of antibiotic treatment, and this
strain did not show elevated resistance to the antibiotics
tested. Seven of the 20 diarrheic dogs were treated with an-
tibiotics at the animal hospital or within 3 months before
sampling. Antibiotic treatments in these dogs included
amoxicillin (N = 1), ampicillin (N=2) and metronidazole
(N = 2), metronidazole and amoxillin with clavulanic acid
(N =1), amoxicillin, ampicillin and metronidazole (N =1).
Isolate no. 56 was from a dog treated with metronidazole
during hospital stay. Isolate no. 61 was isolated from a dog
treated (at the hospital), during recurrent diarrheic epi-
sodes, with ampicillin, metronidazole and amoxicillin re-
spectively. One of the dogs that tested positive for the
presence of toxin A, but was culture negative, had been
treated with metronidazole and amoxicillin with clavulanic
acid. Resistance patterns of the isolates are shown in
Table 1.

Discussion

Clostridium difficile was isolated in 2/50 of the healthy
dogs and in 2/20 of the diarrheic dogs. Additionally,
toxin A was detected in the faeces of diarrheic dogs and
toxigenic bacteria were only isolated from diarrheic
dogs, whereas toxin A was not detected in the faeces of
any healthy dogs. Both isolates from healthy dogs were
PCR negative for the tcdA and tcdB toxin genes. In four
diarrheic dogs toxin A was detected in faeces samples
but C. difficile was not isolated. On the other hand the
C. difficile isolated from faeces of two diarrheic dogs
were cdtA/cdtB positive but negative in the initial toxin
A test performed on fresh faeces. Possible explanations
for this phenomenon could be that C. difficile is a strict
anaerobe bacterium and the recovery and cultivation of
the microorganism can be difficult. Also, the bacteria
can be present in the faeces although in very small num-
ber and therefore, in some cases, undetectable. Further-
more, very little is known about the actual excretion of
toxins in the different phases of C. difficile colonisation/
infection. This factor could also explain the negative re-
sults in the initial toxin A test.

There is wide variation in the reported C. difficile car-
riage rate among household pets. Different studies de-
scribes occurrence of C. difficile in faecal samples of
dogs ranging from 0% to 21% [9-12]. Both toxigenic and
non-toxigenic isolates are reported. Several factors may
contribute to these discrepancies, including different
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methods of isolation and detection, prior use of antibi-
otics, geographical location, age or breed of animals.

Both isolates from diarrheic dogs had the toxigenic
ribotype 014 associated with clinical disease in humans
[13], while isolates from healthy dogs revealed nontoxigenic
PCR ribotypes 009 and 010. Ribotype 010 is occasionally
isolated from human faeces in Sweden while type 009 is
uncommon [14], whereas ribotype 014 is commonly
detected in clinical specimens from human patients in
Sweden [15].

Evidence of antibiotic resistance in C. difficile isolates
from humans is growing, but reports of antibiotic resistant
strains from dogs are rare [13,16]. Marks and Kather [16]
reported that all C. difficile isolated from diarrheic and
nondiarrheic dogs were susceptible to metronidazole and
vancomycin, leading to the recommendation that these
drugs are appropriate for use in treating infection. How-
ever, in our study, one of the C. difficile isolates from a
healthy dog (no. 35), treated with metronidazole, was ini-
tially resistant to metronidazole (MIC =64 mg/L). The
dog from which this isolate originated was treated for gin-
givitis with metronidazole one month before sampling.
The high level of metronidazole resistance in this purified
strain was unstable and decreased to 2 mg/L, which may
be due to the absence of continual antibiotic selection.
This phenomenon has been reported by Pelaez et al. [17]
and Huang et al. [18] on human isolates and is not fully
understood. The lack of continuous selection in vitro
might lead to loss of resistance. Genetic determinants of
resistance in C. difficile are not known but may be on an
unstable plasmid that is lost without continuous selection.
Metronidazole unresponsive C. difficile infection has been
discussed as an emerging problem in humans [19] but re-
sistance against metronidazole has not to our knowledge
previously been reported in C. difficile isolates from dogs.

In conclusion, our work contributes to the growing evi-
dence on the occurrence of toxigenic and nontoxigenic C.
difficile in dogs. This study revealed presence of toxigenic
C. difficile in faecal samples of diarrheic dogs and low
number of non- toxigenic isolates in healthy dogs. How-
ever, more comprehensive studies are warranted to inves-
tigate the role of C. difficile in gastrointestinal disease in
dogs. Also, the finding of toxigenic ribotype 014 in diar-
rheic dogs might imply a potential zoonotic risk. In
addition, one C. difficile isolate was initially resistant to
metronidazole, and acquisition of resistance to this com-
mon drug of choice in dogs should be considered in veter-
inary clinical practice.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Authors’ contributions

KK was responsible for the study design, organisation of the work, analyses
of the data and preparation of the manuscript. KIW carried out the sampling,
identification and toxin detection of the isolates, participated in organisation



Wetterwik et al. Acta Veterinaria Scandinavica 2013, 55:23
http://www.actavetscand.com/content/55/1/23

of the work and in the data analyses. LLF was responsible for the technical
assistance during the course of the study. GTW was co-responsible for the
study design, organisation of the work and analysis of the data and
preparation of the manuscript. All authors have contributed to the writing of
the manuscript, and read and approved the final version of the manuscript.

Acknowledgements

The authors wish to thank Dr. Thomas Akerlund for scientific comments and
suggestions on the manuscript, and Ingela Alefjord for excellent technical
assistance and Prof. Richard Zuerner for his critical comments and
suggestions during the final part of preparation of the manuscript.

Received: 22 November 2012 Accepted: 28 February 2013
Published: 12 March 2013

References

1. Lefebvre SL, Reid-Smith RJ, Waltner-Toews D, Weese JS: Incidence of
acquisition of methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus, Clostridium
difficile, and other health-care-associated pathogens by dogs that
participate in animal-assisted interventions. J Am Vet Med Assoc 2009,
234:1404-1417.

2. Voth DE, Ballard JD: Clostridium difficile Toxins: Mechanism of action and
role in disease. Clin Microbiol Rev 2005, 18:247-263.

3. Carman RJ, Stevens AL, Lyenly MV, Hiltonsmith MF, Stiles BG, Wilkins TD:
Clostridium difficile binary toxin (CDT) and diarrhea. Anerobe 2011,
17:161-165.

4. Taha S, Johansson O, Rivera Jonsson SR, Heimer D, Krovacek K: Toxin
production by and adhesive properties of Clostridium difficile isolated
from humans and horses with antibiotic-associated diarrhea. Comp
Immunol Microbiol Infect Dis 2007, 30:163-174.

5. Rupnik M: Clostridium difficile toxinotyping. Methods Mol Biol 2010,
646:67-76.

6. Stubbs SL, Brazier JS, O'Neill GL, Duerden BI: PCR targeted to the 165-23S
rRNA gene intergenic spacer region of Clostridium difficile and
construction of a library consisting of 116 different PCR ribotypes. J Clin
Microbiol 1999, 37:461-463.

7. Svenungsson B, Burman LG, Jalakas-Pornull K, Lagergren A, Struwe J,
Akerlund T: Epidemiology and molecular characterization of Clostridium
difficile strains from patients with diarrhea: Low disease incidence and
evidence of limited cross-infection in a Swedish teaching hospital. J Clin
Microbiol 2003, 41:4031-4037.

8. European Committee on Antimicrobial Susceptibility Testing (EUCAST):
Antimicrobial wild type distributions of microorganisms. 2010. (accessed 29
nov 2010). [http://mic.eucast.org]

9. Borriello SP, Honour P, Turner T, Barclay F: Household pets as a potential
reservoir for Clostridium difficile infection. J Clin Pathol 1983, 36:84-87.

10.  Struble AL, Tang YJ, Kass PH, Gummerlock PH, Madewell BR, Silva J Jr: Fecal
shedding of Clostridium difficile in dogs: a period prevalence survey in a
veterinary teaching hospital. J Vet Diagn Invest 1994, 6:342-347.

11. Weese JS, Finley R, Reid-Smith RR, Janecko N, Rousseau J: Evaluation of
Clostridium difficile in dogs and the household environment. Epidemiol
Infect 2010, 138:1100-1104.

12. Zerbini L, Ossiprandi MC: Prevalence of Clostridium spp. in diarrhoeic and
healthy dogs. Ann Fac Medic Vet Di Parma 2007, XXVII:143-156.

13. Janezic S, Ocepek M, Zidaric V, Rupnik M: Clostridium difficile genotypes
other than ribotype 078 that are prevalent among human, animal and
environmental isolates. BMC Microbiol 2012, 12:48.

14, Personal communication: Dr. Thomas Akerlund, Swedish Institute for
Communicable Disease Control. 171 82 Solna, Sweden; 2012.

15.  Swedish Institute for Communicable Disease Control (SMI): Solna, Sweden.
[http://www.smittskyddsinstitutet.se/publikationer/arsrapporter-och-
verksamhetsberattelser/clostridium-difficile/arsrapport-2011]

16. Marks SL, Kather EJ: Antimicrobial susceptibilities of canine Clostridium
difficile and Clostridium perfringens isolates to commonly utilized
antimicrobial drugs. Vet Microbiol 2003, 94:39-45.

17. Peldez T, Cercenado E, Alcald L, Marin M, Martin-Lépez A, Martinez-Alarcon
J, Catalan P, Sénchez-Somolinos M, Bouza E: Metronidazole resistance in
Clostridium difficile is heterogeneous. J Clin Microbiol 2008,
46:3028-3032.

Page 4 of 4

18. Huang H, Weintraub A, Fang H, Wu S, Zhang Y, Nord CE: Antimicrobial
susceptibility and heteroresistance in Chinese Clostridium difficile strains.
Anaerobe 2010, 16:633-635.

19. Musher DM, Logan N, Mehendiratta V, Melgarejo NA, Garud S, Hamill RJ:
Clostridium difficile colitis that fails conventional metronidazole therapy:
response to nitazoxanide. J Antimicrob Chemother 2007, 59:705-710.

doi:10.1186/1751-0147-55-23

Cite this article as: Wetterwik et al.: Clostridium difficile in faeces from
healthy dogs and dogs with diarrhea. Acta Veterinaria Scandinavica 2013
55:23.

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of:

¢ Convenient online submission

e Thorough peer review

* No space constraints or color figure charges

¢ Immediate publication on acceptance

¢ Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar

¢ Research which is freely available for redistribution

Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

( BiolVied Central



http://mic.eucast.org
http://www.smittskyddsinstitutet.se/publikationer/arsrapporter-och-verksamhetsberattelser/clostridium-difficile/arsrapport-2011
http://www.smittskyddsinstitutet.se/publikationer/arsrapporter-och-verksamhetsberattelser/clostridium-difficile/arsrapport-2011

	Abstract
	Background
	Findings
	Conclusions

	Background
	Material and methods
	Animals and sampling
	Culture conditions and bacteriological analysis
	Identification of the isolates
	Toxin detection of C. difficile
	Detection of C. difficile toxin A and toxin B genes
	PCR ribotyping of C. difficile
	Antibiotic resistance pattern of the isolates

	Results
	Toxin production of C. difficile
	PCR ribotyping
	Antibiotic treatment of the dogs and resistance pattern of the isolates

	Discussion
	Competing interests
	Authors’ contributions
	Acknowledgements
	References

