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Waste Not, Want Not


Housetraining a puppy is easy compared to housetraining a pet owner.


BY ROGER SIPE


 


 


After reading the articles that follow, you will be well on your way to having a housetrained dog. When he needs to go, he’ll let you know. When you are out on a walk, he’ll be sure to make one last stop. And once he is finished, you can go back inside. Your job is done. Once he’s finished, you are, too, right?


Wrong.


Umm, there’s something left there on the ground. Someone has to pick that up. Yes, I know you don’t want to talk about that little stinky “gift,” but the last time I checked, a dog doesn’t have any hands. I think you’d better scoop it up and dispose of it properly.


“It’s just fertilizer,” you say. Actually, no, it is not. Dog waste is not something that will make the grass greener or your tomatoes bigger. In fact, it can contain bacteria like E. coli, salmonella and fecal coliform, as well as parasites like giardia, hookworms and roundworms.


Dog waste is a serious problem in the United States. The Environmental Protection Agency estimates that the typical dog excretes three quarters of a pound of waste per day (or 274 pounds per year!), depending on size and diet. The American Pet Product Manufacturers Association estimated that in 2000, there were 68 million dogs in the United States. That’s 51 million pounds of poop per day, or nearly 18 billion pounds of waste each year — 18 billion!
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[image: image] Having a well-mannered dog is great — as long as his owner follows the rules, too!


Dog waste increases health threats for animals and people — at parks and playgrounds, and even in your own backyard. A simple rain shower can carry all that bacteria and those parasites into our lakes, rivers, oceans and other water supplies.


Something needs to be done. In fact, it is already beginning. Pooper-scooper laws in many cities are making it financially and legally the correct thing to do (fines can be more than $50), and in the good, old American tradition, many businesses are realizing that for every problem, there is a business solution.


Pet Butler (www.petbutler.com) offers a pet-waste removal service for about $12 a week. Hueter Toledo in Bellevue, Ohio, has created Doggie Dooley (www.doggiedooley.com), a miniature septic tank for your backyard that will reduce dog waste to a ground-absorbing liquid. Hundreds more companies like these are out there. Go to Pooper-Scooper.com for a list of businesses in your area that deal with the doo.


The simplest solution, of course, just takes a few seconds, a plastic bag and a trash can. Scoop it, bag it and toss it into the trash. Although this won’t completely solve the problem, it’s a pretty good start.♦
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Housetraining 101


Before you can put housetraining into practice, you must know what it is all about.


BY SUSAN MCCULLOUGH


 


 


I’ve had the good fortune to share my adult life with three dogs, but I’m not sure that those dogs were equally lucky to share their lives with me. Certainly the latter two — Cory the Shetland Sheepdog and Allie the Golden Retriever — had it made: great food, expert training and handling, and plenty of love. But that wasn’t the case with Molly the mixed Poodle, who was the first dog I ever owned as an adult.


I loved Molly from the minute I saw her as an 8-month-old at a local animal shelter, and she appeared to feel the same way about me. However, we had some problems figuring out how to live happily together. Her tendency to trash my apartment while I was at work was one problem. But the biggest concern was her lack of basic bathroom manners and my utter cluelessness as to how to teach them to her. I didn’t know then what I know now about how to housetrain a dog, and poor Molly suffered as a result.
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[image: image] Early potty training begins with the mama dog, who teaches her puppies to move away from the nest when they need to eliminate. This lesson should stay with your puppy throughout his life.


A Definition


What exactly is housetraining? Simply put, a housetrained dog is one who poops and pees only where and when you want him to. That means a dog can’t be partially housetrained any more than a woman can be a little bit pregnant. The dog either knows proper potty protocol or doesn’t. There’s no in-between.


Chances are, a dog who is not housetrained isn’t a very happy camper. I’m pretty sure that Molly wasn’t. How could she be? Every night for months she’d happily greet me at the door, only to hear me scold her because of a puddle or pile that she had no memory of having made. Life couldn’t have been much fun for her. It certainly wasn’t much fun for me.


Although Molly was probably pretty unhappy, plenty of other dogs suffer far more than she did for their housetraining failures. More than one study has shown that housetraining problems are one of the most frequently cited reasons that owners surrender their dogs to animal shelters. And even if owners choose to keep their dogs, life isn’t good. All too often, a dog who flunks Housetraining 101 finds himself sentenced to solitary confinement in a backyard, basement, garage or other place where his unwelcome bathroom behavior won’t damage any household goods.


Such banishment can be difficult on a dog. Dogs are social creatures who live to be with their people, not isolated from them. Prolonged isolation may save the family furniture and carpets from doggie bathroom accidents, but the dog eventually may rebel against his living conditions. That rebellion can take the form of uncontrolled barking, high-decibel howling or even aggression toward other people. Such behavior hardly endears the dog to his family or his family’s neighbors, and the dog is pretty miserable, too.


But no dog need endure such a fate. Once you understand some basic concepts, you’ll find that housetraining a dog doesn’t have to be difficult. It’s all a matter of knowing about some of your dog’s basic instincts, and making those instincts work for him and for you.


Fulfilling Your Dog’s Needs


The canine housetrainee is not a blank slate upon which you can write instructions as to what sort of bathroom behavior you want. In fact, your dog probably learned a lot about proper potty deportment long before he met you, even if he’s still just a puppy. With your guidance, he can build on those lessons and on his basic bathroom instincts to become a housetraining ace. Here’s a list of the doggie desires and instincts that can help you help your pup become a potty prodigy.


The need for a den. When I work in my home office, my current canine companion, Allie, likes to spend at least part of the day sleeping under my desk. From there she can see anything that’s going on in my office, but my legs and the walls hide her from easy viewing.


When Allie enters my office and heads to her cozy under-the-desk nook, she’s doing what dogs and wolves have done since the dawn of the canine species: finding a safe place, or den, from which to view the world. In fact, mother wolves raise their young in caves or other dark places hidden from view — the better to keep the puppies away from predators while mama wolf goes off in search of food for her family.


Although domestic dogs don’t need the same degree of protection from predators, they retain the same instincts. Female dogs who are about to give birth typically engage in nesting behavior, where they try to find and create the ideal space in which to raise a litter. Unless their human owners show them otherwise, a canine mother-to-be is likely to choose the floor of a closet or similar dark, confined space in which to give birth and raise her family.


The need to keep the den clean. In their own way, dogs are surprisingly good housekeepers — or, more accurately, den-keepers. They’ll do anything to avoid soiling the den with bodily wastes. However, this desire for cleanliness isn’t mere fastidiousness. It’s the outgrowth of a long-ago survival strategy. That strategy required pups to eliminate away from the den; by doing so, the smell of the dogs’ waste wouldn’t draw predators to the den.


But even with no predators in the picture, domestic dogs still teach their young that the den is the wrong place to potty. As soon as puppies are sufficiently mobile, their mother will start nudging them away from the nest when they begin to show signs of needing to eliminate. Eventually, the puppies realize when they need to go, and they’ll scurry away from the nest to do their business elsewhere.


The need for repetition. Dogs can learn to understand a great deal of what humans say or do without any apparent effort by those humans. For example, Allie knows that when I get back from my morning workout, I’ll take her to a nearby park for a hearty fetch session. How does she know? Because three mornings a week for the past year and a half, that’s what has happened. Repetition has taught Allie what to expect when I go out for an hour or so in the morning and come back all sweaty. Consequently, when I return from my workout and bring Allie to my car, she barks with excitement.


Repetition not only helps a dog learn your behavior patterns but also clues him in to what you want him to do. That’s especially true of housetraining: Repeating the same routine day after day will help your dog figure out what will happen when. Eventually, he’ll act accordingly.
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[image: image] Your pup’s protective instincts tell him to potty away from his den so as to not attract predators with the smell of his elimination.


The need for attachment. Dogs are pack animals. As puppies, they play together and sleep together; as they mature, they almost always choose to have company rather than be off somewhere alone. Generally, most dogs follow the members of their families from room to room, or at least stay someplace where they can see every room in their house. This desire for company helps housetraining in at least two ways. First, it builds a bond between you and your dog that makes him want to please you and work with you. Second, your dog’s proximity enables you to see where he is and what he’s doing — which is crucial to preventing doggie bathroom accidents.




Housebreaking or Housetraining?


When discussing how to teach bathroom manners to a dog, some experts use the term “housetraining,” while others use the word “housebreaking.” To the novice dog owner, these terms may cause confusion, but in reality, they are both the same.


Both terms refer to teaching a dog to eliminate only when and where you want her to. However, some experts — among whom I include myself — prefer to use the term housetraining to describe this teaching process.


The art of teaching canine bathroom basics to a dog should not involve breakage of any kind. The teacher should be empathetic, consistent and, above all, patient. For that reason, the term “housetraining” is a kinder, gentler and also more accurate description of teaching a dog where and when to do the doo.
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[image: image] Part of your housetraining education is to learn when your pup will need to potty. Common times include after eating or drinking, and after waking up.


The Right Approach


Clearly, most dogs are willing, even eager, to learn proper potty protocol. They’ve got the right instincts: They want to keep their dens clean, they learn through repetition and they want to bond with their people. All you need to do is take the right approach to capitalize on those instincts.


Show empathy. To train your dog successfully, you need to put yourself in his place. For example, imagine being eager to see the most important individual in your life, only to find yourself being yelled at, smacked or otherwise manhandled by that individual for reasons you can’t begin to fathom. That’s what happens to your dog if you come upon an unwelcome little puddle or pile and proceed to express your displeasure at him. He’ll certainly realize that you’re upset, but he won’t have the faintest idea why. For that reason, berating or punishing a dog after he has an accident is nothing more than an exercise in futility. At its worst, such behavior on your part teaches your dog to be afraid of you.




What a Dog Wants, WHAT A DOG NEEDS


If your canine housetrainee could speak your language, she’d probably tell you that she needs the following from you in order to learn proper potty protocol:


[image: image] consistency


[image: image] repetition


[image: image] patience


[image: image] attention


[image: image] understanding


[image: image] rewards


[image: image] love


She does not need any of the following:


[image: image] a whack from a rolled-up newspaper


[image: image] a noseful of her unauthorized poop or pee


[image: image] scolding, yelling, hitting or screaming





Think positive. Housetraining methods of yesteryear generally focused on correcting what a dog had done wrong, such as rubbing a dog’s nose in the offending offload as punishment for having a bathroom accident. The dog would realize that his person was unhappy, but almost certainly didn’t connect the dog doo in his snout as the reason for his person’s unhappiness.


Fortunately, since then, housetraining in particular and dog training in general have become much more enlightened. Today, instead of focusing on what a dog is doing wrong, savvy dog trainers and owners concentrate on guiding the dog into doing something right.


For example, instead of berating your dog for having an accident, concentrate on preventing the accident from happening in the first place. Give your pup plenty of opportunities to eliminate where and when you want him to — and when he does, praise him lavishly with your voice, with petting and perhaps with a small treat.


Pay attention. Knowing that your four-legged friend is about to do the doo before he actually does it greatly increases your chances of teaching him to go where and when you want him to.


For example, if your beloved hound likes to pace before he piddles, seeing him pace should prompt you to whisk him to the designated potty spot immediately. Then, when he opens the floodgates there, praise him lavishly for doing the right thing, even though he probably wouldn’t have if you hadn’t been watching him closely.


Be consistent. Because dogs learn faster with repetition, consistency on your part is a crucial weapon in your arsenal of housetraining techniques. By taking your pup to his potty spot at the same times each and every day, you teach him to anticipate those potty breaks — and to hold his fire until then. Consistency helps make his good bathroom manners a habit that he won’t need to break. And because your puppy wants to please you, once he understands what you expect of him, he won’t want to.


Righting the Wrongs


When I adopted Molly nearly 30 years ago, I didn’t know anything about doggie bathroom instincts, much less how to capitalize on them. I knew nothing about the proper approach to housetraining — or, for that matter, to any other training. Those failures on my part made life tough for both of us. Somehow we muddled through (I still have no idea how), but it took nearly a year before I felt she was reliably housetrained.


Sixteen years later, though, I’d learned a lot about canine instincts and housetraining principles, and I applied that knowledge to housetraining Cory, my Shetland Sheepdog puppy. To my surprise and delight, he aced basic housetraining in a matter of weeks.


My current canine companion, Allie the Golden Retriever, took a little longer to figure out the whole housetraining thing — but still, long before her first birthday, her bathroom manners were rock-solid great.


I don’t mean to knock Molly at all; her housetraining deficiencies were my fault, not hers. We spent 15 happy years together after we survived that first not-so-happy year. Today, though, no dog and owner need endure a first year together like the one that Molly and I suffered through. If you take the time now to learn about your dog’s bathroom instincts and to develop an approach that capitalizes on those instincts, your dog will become a housetraining graduate in no time. ♦


Award-winning writer Susan McCullough’s books include Housetraining For Dummies (Wiley), Senior Dogs For Dummies (Wiley) and Beagles For Dummies (Wiley). She and her Golden Retriever, Allie, live with their family in Vienna, Va.
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Step By Step


Follow our easy schedule for simple housetraining success.


BY CHRISTINA COX-EVICK


 


 


Adopting a puppy brings with it the joy of watching the youngster discover the world. You’ll laugh the first time he sees his own reflection and tries to get the “other” dog to play, and chuckle as he stumbles around proudly carrying a toy as big as he is.


However, along with the adorable antics of puppyhood comes the hard fact that when your puppy isn’t playing, eating or sleeping, he’s probably pottying! This explains why housetraining tops the list of “niceties” your puppy must learn.
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