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FOR DESI


By the time I began writing this book, my Australian cattle dog, Desi, was long past her prime. Her days of doing agility and hiking had been over for several years and even swimming and walks around the block had become more than her arthritic knees could handle. Just short of her 16th birthday, Desi tumbled down a short set of stairs and broke her leg. At the emergency veterinarian’s office, I was told that she probably had bone cancer. The only treatment options were amputation or major surgery involving bone grafting; neither was viable for a dog of her age and health status. So I made the difficult decision to have her put to sleep.


When I left her on the floor of the vet’s office, she looked like she was sleeping her deep, heavy, old-dog sleep, which was nothing like the way she had slept for her first 12 or 13 years of life. Then, her sleep was light and almost jumpy; she was always ready to spring awake to protect the house or to pester me for a walk or run. During her life, Desi must have run a thousand miles, swum a hundred more, and hiked dozens of hills. She did agility, experimented with herding, and was a world-class dock jumper before dock jumping became a sport.


Desi was the inspiration for much, if not all, of my dog writing, including shelter stories, pet-care articles, and my first book, Working Dogs. Desi probably would have been happier living on a ranch than in our urban home, but she was game to try anything I presented her with and always made me proud. This book first began bubbling in my mind as I watched her run laps around the many other dogs she encountered on our walks, runs, hikes, and swims. She was game to try new sports into her teens (although she never did learn to catch a Frisbee —despite hours and hours of attempts she’d always stand stock still, staring the Frisbee down until it smacked her in the face). I’d always wanted to write a book about canine sports for Desi, for all the miraculous experiences she gave me and for what she taught me about the world of dogs. So this book is for her, and for all the other athletic, smart, courageous dogs out there.








WHY DO DOG SPORTS?



People come to dog sports for many reasons. Most are just looking for something fun to do with their dogs, but many turn to dog sports as a last resort when dealing with behavioral issues.


One hundred years ago, most dogs were doing the jobs that they were bred for. Herding dogs herded, guard dogs guarded, and hunting dogs hunted. These dogs spent their days hard at work and their nights curled up in the barn or on the porch, exhausted. Family dogs routinely ran free —leashes were uncommon and crates were unheard of. At most, a dog might be kept in a fenced yard or tied up outside of the house, but generally they ran loose in the streets, fighting and playing with other dogs, visiting neighbors, and getting into mischief. Most slept in doghouses and ate table scraps for dinner. Routine veterinary care was unusual; dogs saw a vet only in the case of a catastrophic injury or when close to death. Strays were ignored or rounded up and put to death.


Today, life has changed dramatically for American dogs. It’s no longer acceptable for dogs to roam loose, and the number of dogs euthanized each year has dropped dramatically. There are hundreds of commercial dog foods and nutritional supplements available, consumers spend billions of dollars on pet care, and most dogs sleep inside the family home, if not in a family bed.


Rather than being working partners, dogs are now considered members of the family. But for all the emotional investment that people have in their pets, there is often something missing in many of these dogs’ lives: the chance to run and jump and play and work as they were bred to do.


The simple fact is that dogs who were developed to do intense work are not equipped to hang out in the house while their people work for eight hours a day, five days a week. They become bored and frustrated, often causing damage to themselves or to their owners’ property. Some dogs develop separation anxiety, while others can neither relax nor focus. They roam from room to room whining and crying, looking for an outlet for their pent-up energy.


Taking up a dog sport isn’t the cure-all for dog behavior issues, but it’s certainly a good place to start —particularly when you are dealing with a young dog of an energetic breed. Strongly motivated herding breeds, high-energy pit bull types, and driven Labs are prime candidates for landing in animal shelters. Full of vim and vigor, they can become stir-crazy without structured exercise and training.


There’s little doubt that doing canine sports can help almost any dog to become more balanced, better behaved, and happier. Most dogs benefit from having an outlet for their energy and intelligence, from the discipline required for training for a sport, and from the confidence that comes with success. An added bonus is that your high-energy pooch will sleep all night.


But the best and most common reason to become involved in dog sports is that it’s simply a lot of fun. The dogs love it, the people love it, and you will never feel quite so fulfilled as a dog owner as when you see your dog’s open mouth and sparkling eyes as he tears through a tunnel or leaps off of a dock into the water.


You just can’t beat the feeling of your dog’s adoring eyes meeting yours as you teach him a new trick. Just as canine unit police officers often comment that their police dogs are the best partners they ever had, being part of a dog-handler team will help you to appreciate your four-legged friend like never before. Your bond will become immeasurably stronger as you work together, train together, travel together, and play together.


People might ask, “Isn’t it easier to run or bike or ski without your dog? And isn’t it a little silly to be spending all that time and money to play with your dog?” Well, yes and yes. It is easier to do many sports without a dog, and sometimes it does seem a little silly to put a lot of effort into playing a game with a dog. But it’s also far more fun to do almost any sport with your dog, and there really isn’t anything wrong with being silly, is there? In fact, participating in dog sports takes as much humor as it does dedication and energy. If you can’t jump up and down and look like a fool encouraging your dog to catch a ball or a Frisbee or to pull a cart piled with giant bricks —well, then, neither of you is going to have much fun.


It’s not all fun, of course. Dog sports are hard, exhausting, and trying at times. Sometimes you will want to throttle your dog (but of course you won’t), and other times you will feel like this is something neither of you will ever figure out. But if you stick with it, eventually you will have a moment that will make it all worthwhile.


You might be in the middle of a dark snowy wood, with the only light coming from the blue reflection of the moon on the snow and the only sound being the panting of your dog’s breath and the quiet shushing of your skis over the snow. Or you might be at the center of a roaring arena with your dog nailing every jump and hitting every contact, and doing it with a swish and a flair that makes your heart burst with pride. Either way, you’ll think for a minute about what it took to get you there, and you’ll be grateful that you and your dog stuck around for the ride.





Everything You Ever Wanted to Know About
DOG GAMES









CHAPTER 1
Finding the Right Sport



WELCOME TO THE WONDERFUL WORLD of canine sports, where there is an activity for every dog. Whether your dog is a waterloving Lab who can’t contain himself the moment he spies a bit of blue (or even muddy brown!) water, a livestock-happy cattle dog who is compelled to herd everything from kids to cats, or a nose-to-the-ground beagle whose sniffer leads him everywhere he goes, there is a way to put that energy and those instincts to work in a way that is fun for both of you.



A Sport for Every Dog



The variety of canine breeds reflects the many jobs that dogs were originally bred for, but as those jobs have changed or disappeared, dog sports have arisen to provide a way for dogs to practice those skills so intrinsic to their nature. Just because your dog was bred to be a herder doesn’t mean that he’ll love moving sheep from the moment he steps into the paddock, but the chances are pretty high that he’ll at least know what is expected of him.


The fact is that not every dog likes every sport, or is suited to every sport. Some sports can even be dangerous for some dogs. And even if you adore a sport, it has to be a good match for your dog if both of you are to have fun and be successful.


The beauty of dog sports is that all but a few are open to any dog, and dogs of any level of athletic ability are welcome to try them out. Looking for the right sport for your dog is part research and calculation and part trial and error. Spend some time reviewing the canine sports, read some books, and talk to some handlers. Then visit an event or two. If it looks like something that you and your dog would enjoy, sign up for a class. It’s not a lifetime commitment, so feel free to push your boundaries a bit —you’ll be glad you did.


The Right Match


Sometimes an owner and dog aren’t suited to doing a particular sport together. Dog enthusiasts Barbara and Jarred Reisinger, for example, thought that agility would be an excellent sport for their fiery papillon, Tiffany, but Tiffany and Barbara just didn’t click together. “It became obvious that Tiffany and I worked better at flyball. I think it’s just the dynamics of the sport. She gets riled up in flyball in the way I wanted her to get riled up in agility.”


It’s also important to remember that your dog will change. Even if she adores flyball today, after a while you might find that she prefers to catch a disc. In 5 or 10 years she may have arthritis or other age-related disorders that make an active sport less enjoyable or even painful; perhaps switching to obedience trials then would make sense.


Take the cue from your dog. If she has always loved flyball but now seems unenthusiastic or reluctant, there’s a reason. She might be ill, or she might have had a bad experience that you didn’t catch. Maybe a new dog in the class or on your team is giving her the stink eye, making her ill at ease.


Reisinger adds that as Tiffany ages, they are looking toward new sports better suited to a slower, older dog. “She’s shown good interest and solid dependability in tracking. She loves being outdoors, and I think she would really love it.”


Experienced sportspeople caution that although picking out a breed traditionally suited to a particular sport gives you a better chance of having a stellar disc dog or agility champion, it’s certainly no guarantee. Never adopt or buy a dog without the willingness to adjust your expectations if she doesn’t turn out to be the superstar you’d longed for. She may be better suited to a different sport, or she may simply not be an athlete. Instead of a skijoring champion, your new husky may turn out to be an excellent therapy dog or an enthusiastic freestyle dancer.


It’s important that a sport is something you like and want to participate in as well. If your dog falls in love with a sport that you find yourself unwilling or unable to participate in, however, consider asking a dog-less friend (or a friend whose dog doesn’t want to do the sport she wants to do!) to handle your dog in that particular sport.


Figuring Out Your Dog


Every dog is different, but certain types of dogs tend to enjoy one sport more than another. For example, herding breeds, such as Border collies and Australian shepherds, often excel in agility and flyball. Hunting dogs, such as Labradors and pointers, tend to do well in dock jumping, field trials, and hunt tests.


When deciding what type of sport you and your dog might want to participate in, there are many factors to consider, including his personality, activity level, and athletic ability. Dogs who are extremely high-energy, love to jump, and have boundless enthusiasm may prefer an extreme sport like disc to a more sedate sport like obedience. Mellow, older dogs will probably take to tracking more easily than to flyball.


And don’t forget to consider your own likes and dislikes and fitness level. You want to find a sport that suits both of you!
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ABOUT CONFORMATION CLASSES


Conformation, the judging of purebred dogs against a written breed standard, is the granddaddy of organized dog sports. It has been popular for 150 years and has in large part driven the establishment of most other organized dog sports. The first modern dog shows were held in Great Britain during the mid-1800s. By the end of the century, a number of annual dog shows had been established; some, such as Crufts (established in 1891), continue to this day.


American dog fanciers were quick to embrace the idea of dog shows. The Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show was established in 1877, followed by the American Kennel Club (AKC) in 1884. The AKC is the largest governing body of American conformation. It was the first dog registry to sanction dog shows in the United States and continues to be the largest registrar of purebred dogs and sponsor of canine sports. Most American dog shows are held under the sanctioning of the AKC. The United Kennel Club (UKC), established in 1898, places more emphasis on showcasing sports that test breed skills, such as hunting and going to ground.


Evaluating dogs by conformation provides “a systematic way to evaluate each breed against its own standard of appearance,” explains the American Kennel Club’s vice-president of event operations, Robin Stansell. “A sled dog moves differently from a toy dog, for example. As fewer dogs are actually performing the tasks they were bred for, the sport of conformation has evolved and breed standards have changed. Judges have to consider the basic function of the breed and evaluate dogs based on an ideal that has developed over time.”


In conformation shows, purebred dogs are judged on how well they meet a detailed written breed standard. The standard describes the ideal dog, and the dog who best meets that ideal wins. Show dogs must be sound without any “faults,” which might be floppy ears when the standard calls for erect ears, the wrong color, or an actual genetic disorder, such as albinism, hip dysplasia, or blindness.


Winning show dogs are bred to uphold the standard and further refine the breed. For this reason, show dogs cannot be neutered or spayed. In order to be eligible for sanctioned shows, dogs must be registered with the sanctioning body —only dogs registered with the AKC can compete in AKC shows, for example.


While competitors vary in the degree of seriousness they bring to showing, conformation is especially popular among breeders who want to match their dogs against other representatives of the breed. It helps them to hone their breeding programs and allows them to advertise the quality of their dogs. Nonbreeders involved in the sport may include the owners of purebred dogs who enjoy showing, or someone who made an agreement with his dog’s breeder to show the dog if he proved to be an excellent example of the breed. And there are some wealthy owners whose dogs don’t even live with them! They see dog showing as an investment. The dogs typically live with their handlers, who often care for them as though they were their own.


Whether conformation is a sport or not is a subject of great debate among dog people. For the purposes of this book, because involvement in most conformation activities is limited to dogs who are bred for conformation, we have chosen not to include it as one of the canine sports. For more information on showing, consult the resources section.






Personality Type



Take a look at the sports and the doggy personalities listed on the next page and see how your pooch matches up. Is he smart, focused, and full of energy? Agility might be his thing. Or maybe he has the grace of a ballet dancer and loves a crowd. Your dog may well be the next canine freestyle star.


Of course, dogs thrive in sports for different reasons. Your bumbling Rover might love disc, despite the fact that he drops every toss. That’s okay, too. If he loves the sport but will never win any prizes doing it, it’s still perfect for him.


Breakdown by Breed


This chart, on pages 16 and 17, lists the breeds most commonly seen participating in various canine sports, but it is in no way intended to discourage any particular breed from trying out any given sport. All dogs are individuals, regardless of their breeding, and many of them march to their own drummers! Except for a few sports that are restricted to certain breeds by the sponsoring organizations —earthdog and lure coursing, for example —most of these sports are open to any dog who has the right aptitude and attitude. Mixed breeds often excel at a variety of activities.


Physical Characteristics


Although your dog doesn’t need to be an athlete of Olympic caliber to participate in any of these sports, some physical traits are needed for particular sports. See the chart on page 18.


Any dog also needs to have a level of fitness that will ensure he isn’t injured while playing. For instance, if your dog has bad hips or arthritis, sports that involve jumping are not for him, although he may be able to enjoy agility for years —as long as the jumps are set low and he’s not pushed too hard.


Some sports, such as canine freestyle and rally, are ideal for dogs with physical limitations. The beauty is that they’re also perfect for super athletes —most sports can be whatever you make of them.


The most important thing is to keep your dog’s safety in mind. Never push him beyond his limitations and always take training and increases in activity level slowly. While you can introduce a puppy to the basics, don’t allow him to pull or jump before he is a full year old and has stopped growing (for larger breeds, this may take more than a year). Beginning these activities at too early an age can lead to a lifetime of pain.



Find the Right Sport for Your Dog’s Personality
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Find the Best Sport for Your Breed
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Find a Sport that Matches Your Dog’s Abilities
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Discovering Your Options



The following is a general guide to the kinds of sports that different types of dogs and their handlers may enjoy. As a rule, dogs who participate in any of these sports should tolerate the nearby presence of other dogs and people. This doesn’t mean that a dog needs to be exuberantly outgoing with new faces or that he must interact with them, but that he accepts the presence of other leashed dogs in close proximity and tolerates being approached and/or examined by unfamiliar people.


Agility
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Dogs navigate a course consisting of obstacles such as an A-frame, dogwalk, and teeter-totter, as well as jumps and weave poles. The handler runs alongside the dog giving him directions but is not allowed to touch or lead him. The goal is for the dog to run the course as quickly and with as few faults as possible.


Agility is an excellent sport for dogs who are intelligent and energetic and need plenty of mental and physical activity. The sport has a very steep learning curve, and it can take a long time before a dog masters the skills —some dogs (and some people) simply don’t have the focus for it.


Patience and commitment are key for agility handlers as well as for the dogs. Athleticism in a handler is a bonus since handlers must move through the course with their dogs; however, there are many elderly handlers and handlers with physical disabilities.


Canine Freestyle
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Dogs and their handlers perform choreographed routines in time to music, sometimes with props and costumes. Sometimes called doggy dancing, canine freestyle incorporates elements of many dog sports, including the commands and tricks of obedience, the flash of Frisbee, and the footwork of agility.


Many dogs and dog breeds enjoy canine freestyle, regardless of age, size, and mobility, as the routine can be adjusted to a dog’s physical ability. To do well in canine freestyle, dogs must enjoy training and be closely bonded with their handlers. They should also be friendly or at least tolerant of other dogs and love to be around large groups of people. A fearful or shy dog will rarely thrive in canine freestyle.


Many handlers are drawn to the sport because of a background in dance. Canine freestyle is as physically demanding as the routine you create. Even a wheelchair can easily be integrated into a doggy dance routine. The main commitment is the time that it takes to develop a bond with your dog and painstakingly train him step by step. If you love to train your dog in obedience and love to dance, this may well be the sport for you.


Carting (Drafting/Driving)
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Although most people who enjoy drafting or driving with their dogs do it as a noncompetitive hobby, some breed clubs sponsor draft tests that follow a course or driving races that are similar to those in dryland pulling. Drafting, also called carting, recreates the original work of a number of dog breeds, including Saint Bernards, Bernese mountain dogs, and Newfoundlands. Until the invention of the automobile, these dogs were commonly used to pull carts and to haul freight. Driving literally puts the handler in the driver’s seat —the handler sits in the cart and actually directs the dog much as she would a horse. There are many types of carts used for driving, but for speed most people choose sulkies, which are lightweight two-wheeled carts.


Drafting and driving are excellent sports for almost any powerful working dog who loves to pull. In addition to the traditional drafting dogs, this includes pit bull types, huskies, and Rottweilers. Drafting requires a patient handler who doesn’t mind taking the time to introduce a dog to the cart slowly and with care. This isn’t a swashbuckling, adventurous type of sport, so it often appeals to older handlers who enjoy the opportunity to see their dogs do what they were bred to do. The only physical requirement on the handler’s part is to be able to manage the equipment.


Disc Dog
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Handler-dog teams compete in two events: distance and accuracy, and freestyle. In distance and accuracy the team has one disc and 60 seconds in which to make as many catches as possible. Each catch is awarded points based on distance and on whether the dog catches the disc with all four feet in the air.


In freestyle, dogs and handlers perform a choreographed routine to music using five discs and a number of tricks and jumps. Dogs are awarded points based on their success in catching the disc and completing tricks, their athleticism, the difficulty of the routines, and the “wow factor.”


If your dog loves to run, jump, catch, and retrieve, there’s a very good chance he’ll love disc. Disc is one of the few sports in which dogs and people truly participate equally. If you’re a rotten Frisbee player, you and your dog won’t be winning any tournaments (although you’ll probably still have fun!). Handlers need to be willing to practice their sport as much as their dogs do. As a rule, athletic handlers tend to do best in this sport. Frisbee events are typically fun and rollicking affairs with lots of music and enthusiasm.


Dock Jumping
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Dogs jump off of a dock, leaping for distance (measured by where the base of the tail hits the water). Vertical jumping is another option for dogs who get more air than distance. Water-loving dogs often love dock jumping, but jumping from a height of two feet into clear blue water in front of a crowd, with rock music blaring, can be intimidating. Dock dogs need to be confident and adaptable.


The sport has become a venue for the owners of hunting dogs to test their dog’s instinct for retrieving. It’s one of the rare canine sports to attract more male handlers than female. Dock jumping requires little in the way of formal training or time commitment. You need to socialize your dog to lots of situations and be willing to seek out water for him to enjoy. Dock jumping tends to attract outgoing folks who enjoying hanging out with other dog people.


Dryland Pulling (Canicross/Scootering/Bikejoring)
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Dryland pulling is essentially skijoring (cross-country skiing combined with sledding), but on land; it includes bikejoring, scootering, and canicross. In bikejoring, one to three dogs pull a rider on a bike. In scootering, the handler rides a scooter with 16- to 20-inch mountain bike wheels. In canicross, the handler is on foot and wears a padded belt or harness to which a single dog is attached. These are all great sports for young, high-energy dogs who love to run and pull. They are often jokingly called the perfect sports for dogs who can’t learn to heel.


As with skijoring, in dryland pulling the handler is often doing as much work as the dog. Handlers who are athletic and physically active will enjoy these sports most. Successful handlers are willing to get outside with their dogs daily, or at least several times a week, and tear up the trail.



Earthdog
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Earthdog was specifically developed to test the innate going-to-ground hunting instincts of the smaller terriers (20 pounds or less); hence, it is one of the sports exclusive to a certain type of dog. Terriers run through a narrow tunnel in the ground that has wooden sides and ceiling and a dirt floor. At the end of the tunnel are caged rats, which the terriers must “work.”


Working the prey may mean barking, growling, or scratching at the cage, though individual judges define working the prey in various ways; one judge may pass a dog who scratches or even just stares at the cage, while another will pass only a dog who barks.


A newer, as-yet-unsanctioned version of earthdog, called strongdog, has been created for larger breeds such as American Staffordshire terriers and Airedale terriers. In this version, modeled after Irish events, dogs enter tunnels to retrieve the “prey,” usually a badger skin stuffed with about 20 pounds of sand or rocks, and bring it back to the surface.


Most people who participate in earthdog and strongdog only attend the trials and do little if any training otherwise, so the time commitment is minimal. Trial attendees, however, should commit to the weekend, as tests usually take two days. And because the trials tend to be group efforts, it’s highly likely that you’ll be recruited to help out.


Field Trials & Hunt Tests
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Dogs are tested on their ability to hunt, flush game or point, and retrieve. In field trials, dogs compete against other dogs at the trial, whereas in hunt tests dogs compete against their own records rather than other dogs. Most field trials and hunt tests evaluate the skills of the gun dogs, though there are also trials for coonhounds and other hunting dogs.


Field trials and hunt tests were created as a way to assess the hunting skills of the many dogs used for hunting. Dogs who participate don’t have to be the best hunters, but they should enjoy being outdoors, running, retrieving, and, possibly, swimming.


Many handlers who participate in field trials and hunt tests also hunt; many others simply participate as a way to see how well their hunting dogs do. In field trials and hunt tests, the skill of the handler is often as important as the skill of the dog. To be competitive, you will have to commit long hours to training your dog and developing your own hunting skills.



Flyball
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Teams of four dogs compete by sending a single dog at a time down a track, jumping over four hurdles to reach a flyball box at the end of the lane. The dog hits the flyball box with all four paws, triggering a ball to shoot out. He catches the ball, returns over the hurdles, and hits the start/finish line, prompting the next dog to go. An entire team typically finishes its run in less than 30 seconds. Teams usually consist of three larger dogs and a “height dog” —a smaller dog whose height determines the height of the jumps.


Flyball practices and competitions are noisy and chaotic. Any dog who participates must be energetic and enthusiastic but not so intense that he can’t calm down when necessary. Dogs should be physically sound, as the repeated jumps and high-velocity turns can be hard on joints.


This sport provides opportunities for adult handlers of any age and level of physical ability. It is the quintessential team sport —the relay can’t be run without all the dogs participating. If you join a flyball team, your team will count on you to attend regular practices and competitions. It’s an intense sport, with lots of rowdy and high-pitched barking, so people who are sensitive to such things probably won’t enjoy it.


Herding
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Dogs exhibit their ability to herd livestock (ducks, sheep, or cattle) through a set course. Originally organized by farmers to show off their working dogs’ prowess with stock, most trials today are dominated by herding dog owners who are attracted to a rural lifestyle without necessarily wanting to live on a farm.


Although most herding organizations will allow almost any dog to compete in herding, the dogs who excel come from breeds developed over centuries to handle livestock. Many non-herding breeds may enjoy herding, but they are rarely competitive, and the steep learning curve can be trying for their handlers. Not all herding dogs take to the sport, however. In addition to a strong interest in livestock, a dog needs intelligence, agility, and a deep bond with his handler.


Handlers must be patient, motivated people who can be firm but enthusiastic with their dogs. They also must be willing to drive long distances to train and compete. Because herding requires livestock, you can’t train your dog just anywhere.



Lure Coursing
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Dogs chase an artificial lure, usually a piece of white fur or a white plastic bag, that is pulled along a course by means of a motorized pulley system. In trials, dogs race three at a time but are titled based on their individual times instead of on their race placement. Lure coursing is a sport exclusively for the sight hounds, including greyhounds, whippets, salukis, and Rhodesian ridgebacks.


Lure coursing requires no formal training other than exposure to the lure, and owners usually come to the sport with an interest in testing their dogs’ innate coursing instincts. Owners of rescued racing greyhounds are often especially interested in the chance to see their dogs in action. The sport is also helpful for sight hound breeders who are trying to maintain dogs with a strong drive in their bloodlines.


Lure coursing does not necessitate much in the way of training or expense, as it is mainly about the dogs’ instinctive behavior. However, because lure coursing requires a somewhat complicated coursing pulley system even for practice, you will probably have to join a club in order to participate.


Obedience
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A natural extension of basic dog training, obedience refines and develops the traditional commands such as heel and stay by incorporating long-stay commands and heeling in a figure eight, among other requirements. Dogs must also exhibit skills in scent discrimination, fetch and retrieve, and hurdles.


Handlers are not allowed to encourage or touch their dogs throughout the exercise. The pair begins a trial with 200 points and loses points each time a command isn’t done precisely right. While this rigidity appeals to many handlers, it has been blamed for a recent downturn in interest in the sport.


Obedience requires a dog who loves to learn and is highly bonded to his handler. The trick is that he must also be enthusiastic, confident, and independent enough to perform in front of a crowd with little communication from his handler.


Although handlers can have any level of physical ability, they must be highly motivated to train their dogs. Training in advanced obedience takes a great deal of time and patience, and successful handlers view the rigidity of obedience as a challenge rather than a detriment.



Rally
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Dogs follow a course with a number of stations; at each one is an instruction to perform a specific command. The course may be timed. The command may be simple, such as sit or down, or more complex, such as heeling in a figure eight. As in obedience, the team begins the rally course with a certain number of points and loses points if they make a mistake; however, the point deductions are more forgiving than in obedience.


Rally, sometimes called rally obedience or rally-o, was developed to make obedience less staid and more fun for both dogs and handlers. Detractors say that it’s also less challenging. Handlers are allowed to communicate freely with their dogs, encouraging, whistling, even clapping.


Rally doesn’t require a lot in the way of physical ability, but dogs who participate must be highly bonded to their handlers and eager to please. For dogs who require lots of ongoing enthusiasm and praise from their people, it’s a good alternative to obedience.


Like obedience, rally requires a lot of training time, even though it doesn’t require the same rigidity of training. It’s a good sport for enthusiastic handlers who have a hard time stopping themselves from cheering their dogs on.


Schutzhund
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Despite its perception as solely a “protection” sport, Schutzhund consists of three areas: obedience, tracking, and protection. The obedience and tracking events are similar to traditional obedience and tracking, although far more rigid. In obedience, dog-handler teams are tested in following commands, tractability, and handler skills. In tracking, dogs must detect and follow a scent over a variety of terrain. The protection component centers on “bite work.” Dogs are trained to bite (and release) a protective sleeve on command. Part of the key to protection work is that the dog is never aggressive and always follows the commands of his handler.


This is among the most difficult dog sports to train for and is surely the sport that requires handlers to take on the most responsibility. A well-trained Schutzhund dog is protective but obedient. A poorly trained Schutzhund dog, however, can be dangerous. Schutzhund handlers must be willing to spend huge amounts of time training their dogs in a highly regimented manner.



Skijoring
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Skijoring combines cross-country skiing and sledding, with one to three dogs attached by a towline to a cross-country skier who skis behind the dogs as they pull. To minimize the risk of injury to both skier and dogs, the skier wears a padded belt that attaches to the towline while the dogs wear pulling harnesses.


Any dog who enjoys running and pulling can do skijoring. Nordic dogs such as Siberian and Alaskan huskies enjoy it, as do the setters, retrievers, and hounds of the world. Dogs of all sizes and shapes participate; the only qualification is that they love to pull and run and that they are big enough and physically sound enough to do it.


Although there are some skijoring competitions, skijoring is largely a hobby sport. Many of the people who take up skijoring love the sport of sledding but are unwilling or unable to devote the level of time and commitment to a team of dogs required of a musher. In skijoring, the handler must be as athletic as the dog, so this is a sport for a fit person who is at least an adequate skier.


Sledding (Mushing)
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Teams of 4 to 24 dogs pull lightweight basket sleds or heavier toboggan sleds with a musher directing them. In competition, there is a preordained course and a time limit. While many mushers sled only for fun, competition is a big part of this sport, with mushers and their teams often traveling long distances to compete.


For the most part, dogs who love sledding are the ones you’d expect: huskies and other Nordic dogs who have been bred for it over centuries. Sled dogs are unusual among canine athletes because sledding is really more of a job than a hobby. Sled dogs generally live outdoors in kennels or on tie outs rather than as house dogs.


Sled dog handlers, or mushers, are a special breed of person. Most mushers are outdoorsy, athletic, competitive people who love winter sports and are devoted to their dogs. Exercising, feeding, and housing four or more very active, high-energy dogs takes a huge amount of time as well as money. Most mushers live in rural areas in order to have enough land for their dogs and their sport, and many travel hours to and from their day jobs to maintain this lifestyle.



Tracking
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Dogs follow a predetermined scent trail over distances of several hundred yards, through a series of turns. At advanced levels, cross tracks are laid in an attempt to confuse and distract the dog. Unlike search and rescue, the goal is to follow the track itself, rather than find a person or object at the end of the track. A search and rescue dog may, for example, search the air for a more direct scent of the missing person. A tracking dog, however, is penalized for leaving the track, even if leaving it means that he finds a more direct route to the goal.


Tracking can be done by any breed but requires a dog with a great sense of smell and the single-mindedness to focus on a scent trail. Tracking may be the only sport in which you truly rely on the dog to lead the way, so the dog must be self-confident and intelligent.


Tracking is an exacting and time-consuming sport, but one that also brings great satisfaction to dogs and owners who love to spend long hours in the outdoors. Patience is an important factor in training a tracking dog. Handlers must be prepared to go through the steps slowly and be willing to let their dogs ultimately call the shots.


Water Rescue
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Dogs are tested on their ability to save multiple victims, take a boat line from one boat to another, tow a drifting boat to shore, and rescue an unconscious victim from under a capsized boat. Water rescue tests are most popular among Newfoundland dog clubs, but Leonbergers sometimes test with Newfoundland clubs for the same skills. Portuguese water dog clubs test for slightly different skills.


These breeds have centuries of history as water rescue dogs and nearly all of them are born with a deeply ingrained love of water. An all-breed club has been established, however, giving any water-loving dog the opportunity to participate in water rescue.


Training for water rescue takes a significant commitment. It requires a team of people and a lot of equipment, including a boat. Many newcomers to the sport are surprised to realize that the handlers must love water as much as their dogs do. To practice, most people must join a club, and because water tests require a number of stewards to be in the water acting as victims, everyone is expected to take a turn —which means donning a wet suit and jumping into the water, even when the weather is miserable.



Weight Pulling
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Dogs pull sleds or carts on wheels or tracks laden with weights are increased incrementally. Dogs are given a set length of time to pull the weight a prescribed distance. Each time the dog manages to pull the weight during the time allotment, he advances to the next level. Classes are divided into weight categories, so even very small dogs can compete.


Although originally developed as a sport for large northern dogs such as Alaskan malamutes, weight pulling has come to be dominated by the powerhouses of the dog world, like American pit bull terriers and American bulldogs. Plenty of smaller dogs participate, however, and at almost any weightpulling event there will be a smattering of nontraditional dogs as disparate as golden retrievers, corgis, and miniature poodles. Because he competes only within his own weight class, a successful pulling dog doesn’t have to be big and strong, although he must have a great deal of willpower and eagerness to please his owner.


There are no physical requirements for handlers, but you should be willing to make a fool of yourself by calling enthusiastically to your dog while he does his thing. To many handlers, weight pulling is a fun and safe way for their brawny dogs to show their stuff, and depending on your level of commitment, you may train with your dog daily or hardly ever. Traveling to competitions may involve the most work, as they are often few and far apart.





CHAPTER 2
Other Opportunities for Fun



DESPITE THE INCREASING POPULARITY of organized canine sports, what most people like to do with their dogs is just hang out with them. Whether your idea of canine fun is a walk around the block, a five-mile run, a swim in the lake, or a trip to the dog park, your dog just loves to be by your side. Even when pursuing noncompetitive activities, it’s important to be mindful of your dog’s health, safety, and enjoyment. You may love to run, for example, but your dog might prefer —or need —a lower-impact activity such as walking or swimming. And not all dogs have the right personality for the unstructured, somewhat chaotic play at dog parks. Remember, it’s supposed to be fun!



Swimming with Your Dog



Swimming is a favorite activity for many dogs. If you have a Lab, a Newfie, or a Portuguese water dog, chances are that it’s hard to persuade him to leave the water once he’s in it. But a love of swimming certainly isn’t exclusive to dogs traditionally bred for water work. Many dogs love to swim, and even those who aren’t interested in actual dog paddling will enjoy wading or splashing in cool water on a warm day.


Although a self-respecting water dog isn’t picky about the water that he swims in, many humans are fussy about who shares their swimming spots. In many communities, it can be very difficult to find a place where dogs are allowed to swim. The owners of urban dogs in particular are challenged to find good doggy swimming holes, though some communities have established stretches of shorefront or lakeside beaches where dogs are allowed. Dog owners in Long Beach, California, for example, successfully petitioned the city for a canine beach and now enjoy a quarter mile of dog-friendly sand.


[image: Image]


If you live in an area without a doggy swimming area you have a few options: You can petition for access to a municipal lake or pond; you can take swimming excursions out of the city; or if you have a yard, you can buy a pool.


Buying a pool may actually be more feasible than it sounds. There are many models of aboveground pools that can accommodate even the largest dog, if proper access (a sturdy ladder or steps or, better yet, a deck) is provided. Many of these have filtration systems and don’t need to be emptied regularly.


For a smaller dog, a shallow wading pool makes a decent swimming hole. Some dogs just love to loll in the water, and for them even a small kiddie pool can be enjoyable. Choose the type made of hard plastic instead of an inflatable model that probably wouldn’t stand up to doggy nails for more than one or two sessions.




PLAYING WITH THE OLDER OR DISABLED DOG


Not every dog was born to run. Some dogs just prefer to walk. Slowly. Others may have disabilities that preclude them from participating in most sports, or they may not have the right temperament. Some dogs don’t like crowds of people, other dogs, or too much activity. Aging dogs often lose the ability to participate in sports due to arthritis or other age-related disorders. The good news is that a reluctance or inability to participate in canine sports doesn’t mean that your dog can’t continue to be involved in activities and to play a big role in your life.


All dogs benefit from getting outdoors and doing a little exploring. Veterinary acupuncturist Eric Hartmann calls these excursions “mental breaks” and encourages them for all of his canine clients, including those who are severely disabled. According to Hartmann, just the act of taking a dog out of his usual routine and into a new environment, such as a park you haven’t visited before, is enormously stimulating. There are new scents to smell and sights to see. The activity of other dogs, kids, and wildlife, as well as the smells and textures of dirt and grass and leaves, will give your dog a welcome adventure.


In addition to parks, take your older or disabled dog with you to the local coffee shop (if you can sit outdoors) or on errands with you. For many dogs a trip in the car feels like a Disneyland ride. Turn your quick trip to the store for milk into an opportunity for your otherwise housebound pet to have a mini adventure.






Swimming Pool Rules


If you’re lucky enough to have an inground pool, you have a water dog’s paradise. There are, however, several important rules when it comes to allowing dogs to play in a pool, no matter what the depth of the water.


Never leave your dog in the pool alone.


Dogs can panic and drown very quickly. Don’t allow access to the pool when you’re not at home. The pool should be fenced, and your dog should be kept in another part of the yard when he’s not actually swimming.


Teach your dog a way out.


If you have an aboveground pool, use portable stairs or build a deck around it. Your dog should know how to get out of the water by using the stairs, and this knowledge should be reinforced with a cue. When dogs panic in the water, they often become confused and unable to find the exit. If he has a cue that is triggered every single time he leaves the pool, his memory of the exit will become automatic.


Many pool-owning dog people reinforce where the exit is by always having their dogs touch a particular place with their noses as they exit the pool. For example, place a large ceramic planter next to the stairs into the pool. Every time your dog uses the stairs to leave the pool ask him to “touch” the planter. A clicker is a great way to teach this. Touch, click, treat!
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