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Anesthesia-Free Dental Procedures:
what are the risks?

Understanding Anesthesia-Free Dental Procedures for Pets

Anesthesia-free dental procedures for pets are commonly offered by grooming facilities and pet stores.
These procedures involve manually scraping tartar from a pet's teeth while the animal is fully awake,
without the use of anesthesia. In contrast, veterinary dental procedures are performed under general
anesthesia, allowing for a comprehensive examination and treatment of any oral health issues.

During an anesthesia-free dental procedure, the pet is physically restrained on an examination table. A
sharp dental scaler is then used to remove tartar from the visible surfaces of the teeth. Some services may
also include brushing with a toothbrush and pet-safe toothpaste.

Dental Assessment Chart for Cats

How Do Veterinary Dental Procedures Differ?
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Veterinary dental procedures involve the use of general
anesthesia, allowing for a thorough examination and
appropriate treatment of any dental disease. Before anesthesia
is administered, pets undergo a detailed pre-surgical exam,
including blood tests and pre-anesthetic sedation.
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to deliver inhalant anesthesia throughout the procedure.

While the pet is under anesthesia, both a veterinarian and a veterinary technician work together to assess
oral health. The mouth is carefully examined for abnormalities, such as masses, lesions, or signs of disease
affecting the lips, gums, tongue, or palate. Each tooth is inspected visually and further evaluated using a
periodontal probe, which helps identify periodontal pockets that may indicate disease. Full-mouth dental
radiographs (X-rays) are also typically taken to assess the health of the jawbones and tooth roots.

After the examination, an ultrasonic scaler is used to remove tartar from all surfaces of the teeth, including
below the gumline and between teeth. If necessary, additional treatments such as tooth extractions,
advanced dental procedures, or local antibiotic applications may be performed. Finally, the teeth are
polished, and the pet is carefully monitored during recovery from anesthesia.
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Is Anesthesia-Free Dentistry Less Stressful?

At first glance, an anesthesia-free dental procedure may seem like a lower-risk option because it avoids
anesthesia. However, in reality, it can be far more stressful for the pet.

Dental scaling requires sharp instruments to be inserted into the mouth, which can be uncomfortable and
even dangerous if the pet moves unexpectedly. Veterinary dental procedures eliminate this risk by using
anesthesia, which ensures the pet remains still and pain-free throughout the process. In contrast,
anesthesia-free procedures require physical restraint for extended periods, which can be distressing for
the animal. Additionally, sudden movements may result in accidental injury from the sharp dental tools.

Does Anesthesia-Free Dentistry Provide the Same Benefits?

No, anesthesia-free dentistry is not equivalent to a veterinary dental procedure. Veterinary dentistry has
two key objectives: diagnosing oral disease and effectively treating it. A thorough examination is essential
for identifying issues such as periodontal disease, tumors, or dental abscess. Anesthesia is necessary to
facilitate this process, as it allows veterinarians to inspect all areas of the mouth, including surfaces below
the gumline and between the teeth.

Anesthesia-free dentistry, on the other hand, is highly limited. Since most pets will not tolerate a full oral
examination without sedation, only the visible outer surfaces of the teeth can be assessed. This means
that underlying issues, such as infections or gum disease, may go undetected. Additionally, while
superficial tartar removal may create a cosmetic improvement, it does not provide the same level of
dental health benefits as a full veterinary cleaning.

Given these limitations, leading veterinary organizations recommend that dental cleanings be performed
only under anesthesia to ensure thorough and effective care.

This is our assistant Ashley’s dog Pepper. Pepper came in for a dental prophy under general anesthesia due to tartar and
plaque build up. These are his “before and afters”.
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Concerns About Anesthesia?

If you have concerns about your pet undergoing anesthesia, speak with your veterinarian. They will assess
your pet’s overall health and discuss the risks and benefits of a dental procedure. To ensure safety, pets
undergo a physical examination and pre-anesthetic blood tests, including a complete blood cell count
and biochemistry profile, to detect any underlying health conditions. These evaluations allow the
veterinary team to tailor an anesthetic plan specific to your pet’s needs.

While under anesthesia, your pet is continuously monitored using specialized equipment, such as pulse
oximeters (to measure blood oxygen levels), blood pressure monitors, electrocardiograms (ECG), and
temperature monitors. Any changes detected during the procedure can be managed immediately to
reduce the risk of complications.

Contact Us

If you have questions about your pet’s dental health, would like an estimate for a dental procedure, or
need guidance on preventive dental care, please reach out to us. You can contact us either by phone on
778-428-6401 or email us at tsolumvet@shaw.ca.

If you would like to discuss your pet’s dental health, need an estimate for a dental procedure, or
have general questions about preventative care for your pet’s teeth, please contact us by phone or
text on 778 428 6401, or by email at tsolumvet@shaw.ca
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