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Cranial Cruciate Ligament Injury
What is cranial cruciate ligament injury?
The cranial cruciate ligament is a ligament inside the stifle (“knee”) joint
which helps to provide stability to the joint. This ligament can be stretched or
torn with an acute (sudden) hyper-extension injury, or in some cases as the
result of chronic “wear and tear”. This injury can occur in any sized dog (and
occasionally in cats). Pets which are overweight or which have certain
conformation conditions may be at increased risk of cruciate ligament injury.

How is the condition diagnosed?
An animal with lameness of the stifle (“knee”) is evaluated for this injury by manipulation of the joint,
to check for a type of instability referred to as “drawer motion”. Radiographs of the affected stifle, and of both
hip joints, help to determine the presence of any degenerative joint disease (arthritis) or conformation conditions
which could play a role in the decision to pursue surgery. A full evaluation typically requires sedation and/or
light anesthesia and typically costs $300-500, including a summary consultation with the doctor.

What are the options for treatment?
Cranial cruciate ligament injury is not a life-threatening condition, but can definitely affect your pet’s
“quality-of-life”. Inflammation and pain accompany both “sprain” and “rupture” injuries. A stifle with a
ruptured ligament is unstable, which aggravates the pain and inflammation, and causes on-going damage to the
joint and joint surfaces. Some degree of arthritis is inevitable, given the nature of the injury.
Medical management (weight control and use of anti-inflammatory medications) aims to alleviate the
pain and inflammation, but is usually not fully effective in cases of ruptured ligament due to the instability of
the joint.
Surgery is performed to provide stability to the stifle joint, to help limit the on-going damage and
associated inflammation, and allows most pets to return to a normal, comfortable level of joint function.
Surgery most commonly involves one of these 3 surgical techniques:
1) Lateral Fabellar Suture Stabilization utilizes a heavy gauge nylon suture;
2) Tibial Plateau-leveling Osteotomy (TPLO) involves bone reconstruction & plating;
3) The Tightrope Procedure utilizes a heavy gauge tape-like material.
There are advantages and disadvantages of each technique, but overall the success rate is good (85-95% of cases
improve or return to normal function). Due to the lower cost ($1000-1400 vs. $2800-3500+), and low
complication rate, we perform the lateral fabellar suture technique here at Town & Country Animal Hospital.
However, we can facilitate a referral if another procedure in indicated or preferred for your pet.

Surgical Repair of Cranial Cruciate Ligament Injury: What to Expect
The estimated total cost of surgery performed at our hospital is $1000-1400 or more, depending in part
on the patient’s weight. (For comparison, TPLO and Tightrope Procedures cost $2500-3000). We recognize
that this is a significant investment on behalf of your pet. It is our goal to return your pet to as normal a level of
activity as possible, given the nature of the injury. The following information may be helpful in the decision to
schedule surgery and in planning after-care:
1) Exercise must be restricted to a leash for 12 weeks following surgery. Dogs should not be
allowed to run or jump, and exposure to stairs and slippery surfaces should be avoided if at all
possible. The tissues need to heal without excessive stress, or the risk of surgical failure increases.
2) Initially, most patients experience discomfort, for which pain medication is administered in the
hospital and prescribed for follow-up at home. This medication should be administered as directed,
and with food or at the time of a meal to limit the risk of gastrointestinal upset.
3) Antibiotics are administered in the hospital, and are prescribed for follow-up at home as well. They
may be administered along with the pain medication.
4) Laser therapy is sometimes performed in the post-operative period to decrease pain, increase blood
flow, and help speed healing. It is used in single post-operative treatment, or in a series of 6
treatments. Laser treatment does add to overall cost (an additional $50 to $270, depending on the
number of treatments), but it can accelerate the healing process and lessen the need for pain
medications.
5) Most patients are bearing some weight on the affected limb when they are discharged from the
hospital, usually two days following surgery. However, some patients may exhibit limited or only
intermittent use of the limb initially. This is not unusual in the immediate post-operative period.
6) A post-surgical examination appointment is scheduled for 12-14 days following surgery (10-12
days following discharge), at which time the doctor removes the sutures; assesses use of the limb,
initial healing, and the need for continued pain medication; and reviews follow-up care instructions
for the following 10 weeks. Usually, this involves continued leash restriction, with gradual increases
in the amount of time walking on the leash. Walking is fine in most cases, but is not allowed for
excessive periods of time initially, to avoid excessive stress on both the surgical limb as well as the
“normal” limb. After 8 weeks post-surgery, swimming is a good non-weight-bearing activity;
however great care must be taken to ensure that your pet does not slip and fall getting in or out of the
water. For this reason, we do not routinely recommend swimming during the immediate 12 weeks
post-surgery.
7) At 12 weeks post-surgery, exercise restrictions are lifted, and your pet may resume normal activity.
A gradual return to this level is best.
8) If you have any questions or concerns prior to the time of surgery, please contact our office. Our
goal is to return your pet to as normal a level of activity as possible, given the nature of the injury.
We respect the investment you will be making in your pet’s welfare, and appreciate the opportunity
to serve you.
Sincerely,
The Staff of Town and Country Animal Hospital

