ANAL SAC ADENOCARCINOMA

Dogs have two anal sacs (glands) beneath the skin which are located at the four and
eight o’clock positions of the anus. (Figure 1) The anal sac duct opens into the edge of
the anus. The anal sacs and ducts are closely associated with the anal sphincter
muscle. When the anal sacs are expressed, fluid will leak from these ducts.

Figure 1. Anatomic location of the anal sacs under
the skin. (Courtesy of Vet West Animal Hospital)

Apocrine gland adenocarcinoma of the anal gland is a highly malignant tumor of dogs
that typically spreads to local lymph nodes and other organs in the body. Older
female dogs are the most commonly affected. English Cocker Spaniels, Cavalier King
Charles Spaniels, and Springer Spaniels appear to be predisposed to anal sac tumor
development; however, the exact cause of anal sac cancer is not fully understood. The
age at time of diagnosis is typically around 10 to 11 years, but dogs ranging from 3 to
19 years old have been diagnosed with anal sac adenocarcinoma.

Symptoms:

Early signs of anal sac disease include swelling in the site of the anal sac (Figure 2)
and abnormalities when defecating (constipation, scooting, straining, or diarrhea). In
39% of dogs, anal sac tumors are found incidentally during a wellness examination
with no previous signs noted. A veterinarian will perform a rectal examination to feel
the anal sacs for any enlargement or irregularities; however, some anal sac tumors are
very small in size and may be difficult to feel during a rectal examination. In 25% to
90% of dogs, anal sac adenocarcinoma causes elevated calcium in the bloodstream
due to abnormal hormone secretions from the tumor cells. Signs of elevated calcium



include increased thirst, increased frequency of urination, muscle weakness, vomiting,
and constipation. Dogs with elevated calcium can also be asymptomatic.

Figure 2. Abnormal swelling in the

location of the right anal sac.
(Courtesy of Rita Ranch Pet Hospital)

Diagnosis:

A full bloodwork panel should be performed prior to surgery. An abdominal ultrasound
and/or CT scan of the abdomen are highly recommended to check for spread of
disease (metastasis), especially to the sublumbar lymph nodes. The sublumbar lymph
nodes are located in the abdomen next to the aorta. Chest radiographs (x-rays) are
also recommended to rule out any spread into the lungs. More than 50% of dogs will
have evidence of metastasis at the time of diagnosis. The most common sites of
metastasis include the sublumbar lymph nodes, lungs, liver, spleen, and bone.

Treatment:

Surgical removal of the anal sac tumor is the treatment of choice. (See Anal
Sacculectomy) If spread to the sublumbar lymph nodes is suspected, surgical removal
of the lymph nodes may be recommended. Additional therapies after surgery include
radiation and chemotherapy, which should be discussed further with

a veterinary oncologist to determine the best course of treatment after the initial
surgery is performed.

Post-operative Care:



After surgery, intravenous fluids, pain medications, and antibiotics are administered in
the immediate post-operative period. If the blood calcium level was high prior to
surgery, it is rechecked after surgery and treated as needed. An e-collar is imperative
to prevent licking at the incision site, which greatly increases the risk of infection.

Potential Complications:

Complications after anal sac tumor removal include tumor regrowth, infection, and
fecal incontinence. Local tumor regrowth has been documented to occur in 29% to
45% of dogs. Infection may develop secondary to contamination from the rectum and
anus. Fecal incontinence occurs in 33% of dogs and may or may not resolve with time.

Prognosis:

The prognosis is guarded for anal sac adenocarcinoma and few dogs will be cured of
this disease. The average survival time is approximately 12-18 months for dogs with
anal sac adenocarcinoma. Dogs that have surgery to remove the anal sac tumor will
have an improved length of survival. If there is evidence of elevated blood calcium or
metastatic disease prior to surgery, the survival time is typically shorter. It is
important to have your veterinarian perform regular wellness examinations on your
dog, including a rectal examination, to increase the likelihood of detecting anal sac
tumors early in their development.
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