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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.




INTRODUCTION


The concept of wellness – actively making choices and being aware of the consequences of those choices in order to work towards optimal health and wellbeing – is new and powerful. It is a process only recently focused on by modern humans, although its roots can be traced back to ancient civilizations. The Natural Dog looks at how you can achieve this for your dog. It will help you give your dog the best quality of life and the longest life possible.


Wellness is not a passive state but, instead, more of an active pursuit where intentions, choices and actions work towards an optimal state of health and wellbeing. As a result of small changes, your dog can gradually become naturally calmer, healthier and happier.


To truly embrace the wellness culture, you need to consider fitness and fulfillment, both of the mind and body. This book will look at optimum nutrition for your canine friend, as well as how to provide all the physical and mental exercise needed to live well. Thorny subjects such as preventative medicine and the pros and cons of neutering are tackled with a focus on your dog’s wellbeing.


It will show you how to develop an incredible relationship where your dog trusts you unreservedly, leading to confidence, fun and a reduction of stress levels, which, in turn, leads to better behaviour, lower vet fees and a happier and longer life. The information presented here is what dogs would want you to know if they could talk.


The Natural Dog contains a distillation of all the information I have acquired over a lifetime of helping people in a professional capacity with their problem dogs, from great teachers and fellow professionals via all the hours of continuing professional development I’ve attended over the years, as well as the knowledge gained from owning dogs all my life and being intensely interested in all aspects of their care. There is now so much to learn about dogs from books and courses and I have put the most important information together for you and included all those bits of knowledge that so many owners get into trouble from not knowing. The content is designed to fill gaps that exist for many owners.


This book could not have been written without the expert help and knowledge of the wonderful holistic veterinary surgeon Nick Thompson BSc (Vet Sci) Hons, BVM&S, VetMFHom, MRCVS. Nick is someone who puts the welfare of animals first and foremost and is not afraid to think outside the box to put new ideas and research into practice that make an immediate and immense difference to their lives. Nick gave me the confidence and the extra knowledge I needed to write the first part of this book which could, and should, have only been written in conjunction with a veterinary professional, and I am extremely grateful for all I have learned from him that I am now able to pass on to you.


Throughout this book I have used the term ‘owner’ rather than ‘guardian’. While ‘owner’ will eventually be an old-fashioned term, with all its connotations, and certainly does not do the relationship we have with our dogs justice, we are not there yet and the term ‘guardian’ is still somewhat unknown. Hence I have used ‘owner’ in this book to avoid any confusion to the reader.


My hope is that, as a result of reading The Natural Dog, you will be able to improve the quality of your dog’s life in realistic and sustainable ways that will pay real dividends for their happiness and welfare. By taking a holistic view of your dog’s wellbeing, you can improve life for your best friend, ensuring your dog lives in an optimal way that will bring the added bonus of a longer and happier time together.
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CHAPTER 1



Physical exercise


My newly adopted Labrador/Weimaraner cross had been cooped up in kennels for nearly a year waiting for a home.


On his first walk, I let him and my other dogs off lead in safe fields next to a river and he ran flat out for 1½ hours, stopping only to decide which new direction he should take. It was lovely to watch him relish that delicious feeling of freedom and he returned with us to the car with eyes glowing, tongue nearly to the floor and sides heaving. He wasn’t fit, having spent most of the past year slowly padding around a small pen, but at 18 months he had enough energy and stamina to run for over an hour. The next day, without showing any signs of stiffness, we walked and he ran for another 1½ hours, and the same thing happened the day after, although he was slowing a little. By the end of the week he had settled down to a more normal behaviour pattern similar to my other young dogs, running sometimes but spending a lot of time sniffing and exploring, as if the threat of never being free to run again had faded from his mind.


Exercise is essential to wellbeing, and it’s one of the first things to tackle when considering how to make adjustments for your dog’s optimal state of living. The right amount of physical exercise can help your dog to feel happy and contented, as well as bringing important health benefits, and is an important element in the pursuit of wellness.
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Couch potato or canine athlete?


When it comes to physical exercise, all dogs are different. Some love their home comforts and refuse walks unless conditions are perfect, and some, like my Hungarian Vizsla, will happily work and play energetically outside all day, every day. Exercise requirements will also depend on age and fitness levels. Owners, too, have different exercise tastes and when there is a mismatch between how much exercising you want to do and what your dog needs, problems and frustrations will inevitably arise.


Our pet dogs are usually chosen on looks alone, but behind each body type are years of selective breeding. Whether purebred or crossbred, the genetic make-up of your dog will impart certain traits and propensities and the desire to exercise will be one of them. Some dogs, including many of the dogs bred originally to be gun dogs or the herding breeds, such as Springer Spaniels and German Shepherds, will be descended from dogs bred to have the stamina to be physically and mentally active all day. Others, such as many of the toy breeds like Pekingese, will be from generations of pet dogs, whose only task was to sleep and be sociable. Some dogs, sadly, have such compromised bodies and breathing apparatus that they never feel like running far and will amble slowly at walking pace or sometimes not want to walk at all if it’s too hot or conditions are less than ideal.


It is a good idea to research your dog’s genetic make-up, through DNA testing if necessary, to find out what breeds are present and the jobs those breeds were bred for and take a good look at your dog’s body shape. Comparing it to a wild dog or wolf body shape can help you predict how much energy and desire to exercise your dog will have.
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How much is enough?


Balancing how much your dog wants to exercise with how much time you have to take them out is essential if you want your dog to be happy and healthy. Although this is not always easy, especially if you work all day and come home tired to a dog who is ready to burn off all their surplus energy, it is important to provide sufficient outlets for their physical and mental energy (see here).


If you don’t do this, life with an under-exercised dog can be challenging. Quite apart from it being frustrating for the dog, there will be consequences for the owner. For an energetic animal with a zest for life, living with humans who only venture outside for short periods, who sit and watch screens for hours on end, and who have no interest in playing or walking must be maddening. All the dog’s energy has to go somewhere. Dogs with too much unspent energy can be disruptive, noisy, boisterous, bad mannered and destructive.


Ask yourself – is your dog nicer to live with on a Sunday evening after a busy weekend? Or after a holiday with you when there were lots of opportunities to exercise? If so, and if problems start to build up during the week when they have too much time alone at home, you will know that you are not using enough of your dog’s natural energy. Taking steps to rectify this will lead to a calmer, more contented dog that is easier to live with, to teach and enjoy.


Apart from the lack of fitness caused by a sedentary lifestyle, the stress caused by the frustration of having to remain still for long periods when their bodies would rather be on the move can lead to a weakened immune system and an increased risk of disease. Finding a way to routinely provide enough physical exercise for your dog, even if you have to buy in the services of a dog walker, can help you both to feel more contented and problem-free.


Conversely, there are some dogs, particularly small dogs or those with bodies that do not function very well, who do not want or need as much exercise as their owners might like. And some dogs are fearful about going outside and would rather stay at home. If there is a mismatch in this way, leaving your dog at home more often when you would rather take them out may be the compromise you have to make.


How much exercise to give is sometimes difficult to quantify and will depend on lots of factors, such as their genetic make-up, fitness level, age and state of health. A moderate amount of steady exercise all day is preferable to bursts of high activity just once or twice a day, but this is not always achievable for most owners. Too much exercise can result in a dog with aching limbs that is reluctant to walk, but too little exercise can lead to behaviour issues as your dog attempts to burn off excess energy. The best guide to ‘how much’ is the behaviour of your dog, both at home and on walks, rather than sticking rigidly to arbitrary guidelines. If your dog is lethargic and reluctant to exercise, do less (although if this is sudden in onset, a visit to the vet is important). If your dog is always bouncing and too boisterous, then more exercise is required, both physical and mental (see Part 2, Chapter 6).


[image: illustration]






Exercise patterns


Different types of dogs will prefer to exercise in different ways but looking at what your dog’s ancestors were bred to do can help you work out how they will want to exercise. For example, sight hounds such as Greyhounds, Salukis and Afghan Hounds were bred for a high-speed chase over short distances, consequently they tend to exercise in short bursts of incredible speed and will be happy to walk beside you for the rest of the walk. Beagles and other hounds prefer a fast, continuous trot along strong scent trails left by prey animals and will often leave you on a walk to pursue their own fun at a faster speed. Dogs whose ancestors were bred to herd or be gundogs, such as Labrador Retrievers, will often prefer exercise that involves games and involvement with other dogs or the owner. Some dogs, such as smaller toy dogs, may find exercise less interesting and so will be content to stay beside you or even want to be carried if the walk is too long for them.


Finding out how your dog prefers to exercise and providing outlets that are acceptable and easy for you is the secret to a harmonious existence where both your and your dog’s needs are met, whether that is safe free-running in dense vegetation for scent hounds or open grassy areas for sight hounds, providing activities on walks for herders or gundogs, or easy walks for smaller dogs.
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Exercise solutions


It is important to find an exercise system that works for you and your dog. Try to find a range of options that fit into your daily life and arrange for all members of the family to join in so they can reap the benefits of exercise, share more dog time and take some of the responsibility for this essential part of dog ownership.


FREE RUNNING


The best type of exercise for any dog is being free to run and explore somewhere in a natural and varied environment. In such a place, dogs are free to expend as much energy as they like and to stop and rest when tired. It is by far the best type of exercise for all dogs, especially young puppies whose bones and joints are still developing and who can be harmed by long walks on the lead. For those owners who have limited time, free running is also cost effective in terms of time since it allows an energetic dog to use up energy fast without waiting for their slower human to travel the same distance. It can be hard to find wild places away from traffic and livestock where dogs can be safely off lead, so owning a dog that travels easily and that can be recalled if let off the lead will expand the number of areas where you can take your dog for free running.


A well-trained dog that has a really good recall can be safely let off lead in more places than one that runs off or stays, maddeningly, just out of reach, when you want to put the lead back on. A good dog trainer who can teach you how to get a successful and reliable recall with your dog, and one who uses only positive methods, is important. There are many more positive trainers than there used to be, so find one who understands the importance of proofing against distractions and calling over long distances as well as teaching the basic recall cue. Working with your dog to ensure your recall works is important if you want to have full control in all situations and it takes time and effort, as well as the correct knowledge and advice from your mentor. If your trainer is unable to get their dog to return when it is chasing a toy, or recommends using aversive or punishment-based methods, look elsewhere for help.


The secret to successful recalls is to have very high value ‘wages’ that your dog will be willing to leave what he is doing for, whether that is enjoying running free, sniffing interesting smells, playing with other dogs or even chasing. Most dogs only consider meat or treats with a very high meat content as high value so don’t expect to get good results if you are ‘paying’ with a cereal-based treat. During adolescence or if your dog is really interested in its surroundings, food may not be a high enough reward for coming back to you. Teaching your dog to play with toys outside of the house and engaging more with them on walks will make your recalls more successful (see here).


While your dog is learning, one option is to find enclosed fields where they can run free safely. These may be hard to find, particularly if you live in a city, and they may require a considerable journey. Some dog trainers will have such fields available or there may be dog-safe fenced fields in your area that are offered commercially so it is worth checking the internet. Even hiring a fenced tennis court area may be suitable for training purposes. Such places provide complete peace of mind when walking an untrained dog and both of you can relax while you work on the training principles and games that will, one day, lead you to a less restricted life.
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JOGGING OR CYCLING WITH YOUR DOG



Running or cycling with your dog attached to you or the bike requires training and the correct equipment. However, if you are fit and healthy, love exercise and can take your dog to quiet pathways, this could be the answer to matching your exercise requirements to those of your dog.


For the best results, find people who are doing Canicross (dog-powered cross-country running) and bikejoring (similar with mountain bikes) as a sport to find out what equipment is needed. A harness that allows your dog to run freely without impeding their movement is essential, as is a way of attaching the dog to either you or your bike safely with a quick release mechanism in case of emergency. Harnesses for you to wear while running that do not impede your movement are also important and need to be carefully positioned so you don’t injure your back as your dog pulls on the harness.


Some energetic dogs will love the chance to exercise in this way, but running on roads can lead to sore paws and it will cause wear and tear on their joints that could lead to lameness. Ideally, you should run on grass or soft non-stony tracks.


Dogs will need a body similar to wild dogs or wolves to cope with extended periods of running. Dogs that have a more natural shape and a light body with a normal coat will fare better, whereas dogs that have a very heavy coat, a heavy build or a body that causes weight to be borne on small areas of joints (such as dogs whose legs are not straight) are less likely to tolerate long runs and this type of exercise may result in lameness or physical damage. Good training is also needed to ensure your dog is less likely to trip you up or make sudden, accident-causing sideways rushes after other dogs or wildlife.


While a long straight run may be good for physical exercise, remember that it will do nothing to exercise them mentally and so your dog will still need the chance to explore and find interests away from home even after a good run. To combat this, alternate jogging or cycling with days when you go for working walks instead.
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DOG WALKERS



Finding a good dog walker who will provide safe routine exercise for your dog on a daily basis can be a game-changing option for owners who work all day. They can also be used temporarily if you have an unexpected injury that means you can’t go for walks, or at times – having a baby, for example – when all your free time and energy is used up. Even if you usually have plenty of time to walk your dog, finding someone you can trust to walk your dog is a good idea, just in case you can’t make it home or one of life’s surprises takes you out of your normal routines.


Liking dogs is not enough. The best dog walkers will also have plenty of experience and a deep knowledge of all things canine. They should have a positive and friendly attitude to dogs, rather than being controlling and punitive. They will take only small numbers of dogs on walks at a time so they can give them individual attention and will have decent transport available that allows them to separate each dog during travel. They should be open and honest about what they do and what they know. Be sure to ask plenty of questions, such as what they would do if they lost your dog on a walk, and be happy with their answers before you entrust them with your precious friend.
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TREADMILLS


Treadmills are expensive and your dog will need to be trained to use them successfully, but they can provide a way for very active dogs to use up excess energy. However, just like treadmills for humans, they are not much fun and it is inhumane to tie dogs in such a way that they have no choice but to keep walking on one. Dogs can be taught to use a treadmill using treats but it is unlikely that most dogs will want to use them for long. It is really better for all concerned to find a more natural method of exercise for your dog.


CANINE HYDROTHERAPY


Hydrotherapy, where dogs swim in special doggy swimming pools attended by a professional, is useful when weight-bearing exercise is difficult, such as in the case of deformities, rehabilitation from injury, other ailments or aging. Canine hydrotherapy centres are often run by animal physiotherapists who understand which movements and how much exercise will be relevant for your pet. They can be an expensive form of exercise for a normal healthy dog but it may be more beneficial for some dogs, particularly for older dogs who have more difficulties with movement.


It is always best to check the qualifications and experience of the people running the hydrotherapy centre and particularly those who will take your dog for its swim. Most hydrotherapy units allow the owners to be present so be concerned if you are not welcome. Before you go, ask about their methods for getting dogs into the water if they are reluctant so there are no unpleasant surprises when your dog gets there.
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Working walks


Physical exercise needs to be balanced by mental activity so that your dog gets the benefit of a more natural way to use up energy and keep fit. Although it is easier for us to walk a dog that does its own thing while we walk along thinking of other things or playing with our phone, this can lead to a disengagement between you and your dog that could eventually result in a poor recall and running off. Your dog may start getting into trouble with other dogs, jumping up at other people walking their dogs, running off after scent trails or chasing livestock instead of interacting with you at points along the walk. Walking your dog when you only engage with them to put the lead on to go home is a wasted opportunity to bond with, train and have fun together. A walk that involves a balance of freedom for your dog and happy interaction with humans will be best for all.


A working walk involves a series of planned activities that happen at random and can help your dog learn to want to be with you at all times instead of running off and getting into trouble elsewhere. It should consist of both interactional activities and some time for freedom and exploration, which gives fun times together combined with some peace to do their own thing. Plan what you may do during the walk or decide as you go – the more you practice the suggestions for games with toys and training exercises (see here), the more activities you will have to share with your dog on walks. The environment may also prompt you to engage in different activities.


Sometimes you or your dog may not feel like a full working walk and you may prefer to be deep in thought and to walk undistracted. This is fine occasionally, and neither of you will mind if activities do not happen sometimes, especially if you are not too routine about when and where you do them.


If you get into the habit of doing various activities at random with your dog, though, sometimes doing more if you have the energy, and sometimes a bit less when you don’t, you will both get a lot more out of your walks. As an added bonus, your recall cue will begin to signal that there may be a fun activity on offer and you will find your dog gradually becoming more responsive about coming back. Your dog will also be more tired and fulfilled after the walk and happier in your company and the bond between you will develop.


These working walks are ideal for getting to know a new dog or for educating a young puppy. For adult or elderly dogs, working walks can help keep them fit and interested in life and fun, and even help extend their lives.
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A SUGGESTED PLAN FOR A WORKING WALK


Before leaving home, you will need at least two different kinds of high-value, meaty food treats, easily accessible in different pockets, as well as a couple of your dog’s favourite toys. You may need to teach your dog how to play with toys on walks (see here).
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A SHORT TRAINING SESSION



Start with some lead work practice in a park. You may need to walk to the park on lead anyway, but even if you don’t, starting out from the car or house with a quick training session can set the right tone for a working walk and allow you to start off well together, both physically and mentally. Give favourite treats (real meat rather than cereal-based foods) generously for staying with you and make frequent turns to keep things interesting. (If you struggle with loose lead walking, consider employing the services of a good dog trainer to teach you how.) If you are not near a road, reward occasionally with a game with a toy.


If your dog is used to hauling you to the park on the end of the lead and then flying off as soon as you take off the lead, it will take time for them to get used to a different routine. Try not to be disheartened if this doesn’t work out so well initially. You may need to work at this for a while, rewarding generously and frequently and keeping things fun and varied to keep their attention before they learn that activities with you can be fun too. It may take a few days or even a week for them to realize there is more fun to be had with you than on their own.
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FREEDOM AND EXPLORATION


The mainstay of a dog’s walk is freedom to explore and run free. A suitable safe environment and a reliable recall will allow you to let your dog off lead so you can both relax and have some time to yourselves. Dogs really welcome the chance to use their noses to sniff out all the scents left by other creatures in the environment.


A dog’s primary sense is that of smell (see here) and being set free to find out who or what has passed through that environment recently seems to make them very happy. They may run fast when first released but soon settle down to a steadier pace that allows them to stop and sniff anything interesting that they encounter along the way, usually the scents left behind by other animals and birds. We can never know what it feels like to be able to smell in as much detail as dogs can but they certainly seem to relish every moment of their scented explorations. It may be their equivalent of reading the newspaper or watching video footage of the action that happened before they got there.
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CHASE GAMES


Next you might play some chase games, rewarding your dog for bringing the toy back to you with either another game or a tasty treat. Play vigorously for a short time and then resume your walk.
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SEARCH GAMES



After another freedom and exploration session, a few search games will hold their interest and get them focused on working with you again. Hold your dog’s collar and throw a toy into long grass. Help your dog to seek it out and reward well when the toy is found. Increase the complexity and distance involved gradually as your dog’s experience develops. For example, you might throw a toy into leaves or other cover while your dog is looking elsewhere (pay close attention to exactly where it lands so you know where it is in case you are the one who has to retrieve it) or drop a toy as you walk through open ground, sending your dog back to find it on the path you have trodden. As long as you increase the complexity and distance gradually, your dog should really enjoy this game. Eventually, try with different toys and objects. Something really useful to teach is to ‘find’ lost keys, but practice with a spare set first. Due to the anatomy of your dog’s eyes, they can only see in the colour range of blues and yellow and cannot easily distinguish between red and green. This makes a search for a red toy on green grass more difficult, so start with an easily seen toy and move on to red toys on grass for an experienced dog that has got used to searching with their nose only.
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RECALL PRACTICE


After giving your dog some more free time, you could do some recall practice, calling your dog several times and rewarding well with a tasty treat or a game with a toy, and then allowing them freedom to run off again.
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TURN AROUND AND ‘THIS WAY’


It will be more fun for your dog if you keep them guessing as to which way you are going, rather than following a familiar route every day. Give your dog a signal that you are about to change direction or go down a different trail. If you do this often, sometimes turning around and going back the other way, or sometimes taking a different path to the one your dog is on, you will find that your dog becomes very responsive to that signal. This could be useful in an emergency when your dog is heading for something that is intriguing to them, but you would rather they move away from. You may find it works better than your recall signal.
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