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When Is a Dog Old?


Aging occurs when the body starts to deteriorate faster than it can regenerate. Some of us can recall when it started happening to our bodies. Our memories became less sharp and our bodies became more prone to soreness and stiffness after exertion. The same thing happens to our dogs as they age. Dogs age at different rates, depending on their breed, their size, and the simple luck of the genetic draw. For instance, large dogs tend to age more rapidly than do small dogs; flat-faced breeds tend to age more rapidly than do dogs with longer muzzles. Some dogs just have good genes when it comes to longevity, no matter what their breed or size. In general, though, a dog enters her senior years at age seven or eight. Giant breeds typically begin aging a little earlier, achieving senior status at five or six years. Toy breeds age a little later than average, entering their golden years at approximately nine or ten years.
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Fortunately for dogs (and for the people who love them), advances in veterinary medicine and canine nutrition have greatly increased the canine life span; senior diets, new medications, and ramps and other aids are available to improve their health and comfort. With lots of love and good care, dogs can live into their mid-teens, with a rare few reaching advanced ages of eighteen or nineteen years.
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How do you know if your dog is starting to feel the effects of age? You’ll probably notice that she moves a little more slowly when she gets up from a nap. The dog who once walked with a spring in her step now moves at a sedate stroll. Her muzzle is gray and her eyebrows sprout white hairs. She may gain or lose weight. Ask yourself the following questions:


• Is my dog drinking more water than usual?


• Has she recently gained or lost 10 percent or more of her body weight?


• Has her appetite increased or decreased significantly?


• Is her coat or skin dry, dull, or flaky?


• Does she have less energy or stamina than usual?


• Does she have accidents in the house for no apparent reason?


If the answer is yes to one or more of these questions, it’s time to make an appointment with your veterinarian for a golden-age checkup.




The Geriatric Exam


The golden years make up between 30 and 40 percent of a dog’s life. During these years, a dog’s body is constantly changing; his metabolism slows and he may develop health problems that require you to adjust his diet and exercise in order for him to remain healthy. Dog owners can sense some changes just by observing their pets. However, aging animals have many internal changes that could lead to health problems that can be detected only by a professional through a physical examination and lab work. Nonetheless, only about 14 percent of senior animals get regular health screenings as recommended by their veterinarians. That’s a shame, because preventive care can not only extend your dog’s life but also help reduce your veterinary expenses because you’re more likely to catch health problems before they take a bite out of your wallet.
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