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FOREWORD
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BY ANNE MARIE MANNING, D.V.M.






From the time we choose our dogs until the inevitable moment they depart our company, we are rewarded with a relationship unlike any other. Regardless of why we choose to bring a dog into our lives, we are graced with a constant friend, companion, playmate, confidant, and family member. Dogs are one of life’s gifts and lessons together in one fur-covered package. Our bond with our pets is a gift, and the responsibility of loving, caring, and providing for them can apply to all of our human relationships.


From the day we bring a dog into our home, whether it is weeks old or years old, we are responsible for providing food, shelter, medical care and, most importantly, love. Not only do we need to attend to their basic needs, we have to train and socialize them properly so that their relationships with us and other animals are successful. They, in turn, teach us patience and understanding as is required when they chew our shoes, soil the new carpet, dig holes in the yard, or pretend they don’t hear us call. They also reward us with their never-ending happiness, eagerness, curiosity, and joy as we watch them learn and grow.


Throughout their time with us, our dogs provide us with endless companionship. They are so in tune with our feelings that when we are happy, they celebrate with us by bounding at our feet, barking, or waiting with expectation for our next move. And when we are anxious or sad, they are ready to offer their head to be petted or to leap into our laps to provide comfort and warmth. It is our dogs’ straightforward approach to life that teaches us that the most important things in our own lives may very well be a good meal, someone to love, and time to play and relax.


As our dogs grow old, they may develop age-related medical problems or experience behavioral changes, and when this happens, we’ll change our pace to accommodate their needs: slower leash walks, administering medications with meals, lifting them in and out of the car or off the couch to lessen the impact on arthritic joints. Watching a pet age is perhaps the most difficult experience in our relationship with them. As long as their life span is shorter than ours, it will always seem that we have never had enough time with them. Even in death our pets teach us life’s lessons. It is possible to die with grace and dignity, it is normal and okay to grieve the passing of a loved one, and eventually grief will lessen and we will be left with the knowledge that our memories of years spent with loved ones never fade.





INTRODUCTION
[image: image]
LIVING LONGER AND LIVING BETTER






Dogs have been our faithful companions for more than 15,000 years. Archeologists have found the remains of domesticated wolves, our dogs’ ancestors, in their explorations of prehistoric human settlements. Those ancient wolf-dogs worked hard as protectors and hunters. Of course, dogs’ lives are quite different today. Valued for their loyalty, their devoted friendship, their big trusting eyes, and their unconditional love, dogs are beloved members of our families.


Because we dote on our dogs, they live longer. Better veterinary care and improved nutrition have increased the canine life span from an average of seven years in the 1930s to twelve years today. And with the right care, it’s not at all uncommon for dogs to live to fourteen, fifteen, or even twenty years old these days. Sixty-one percent of American homes have pets, and 54 million of these pets are dogs. Our dogs live such good lives, in fact, that, like their owners, they are often challenged by unhealthy habits associated with affluence: rich diets, too many treats, and insufficient exercise. Also, the inevitable aches and pains that are a natural part of living to a ripe old age present challenges for dogs as well as their owners.


We develop strong attachments to dogs who share our homes for so many years. In a recent survey, 57 percent of dog owners polled said that if they were stranded on a desert island, they would choose pets over spouses or other humans for companionship. Almost 80 percent said that they give their pets holiday or birthday presents, while 62 percent sign letters or cards from themselves and their pets. And 55 percent think of themselves as parents to their puppies.


Devoted is an adjective that describes dog owners as well as the dogs themselves. The more chronological and emotional history we share, the stronger the bond between human and animal becomes. You are devoted to your dog and want to do everything you can to maximize the best years of your dog’s life. That’s why you’re reading this book. By learning about preventive health care and treatment of common ailments, you can help your dog live longer and feel better.


Aging is not the inevitable beginning of sickness and suffering. Older dogs can enjoy many years of active life when owners pay attention to their changing health needs. This book will focus on the changing needs of dogs beginning at age seven. Although dogs enter old age at different rates, most start to become vulnerable to the major and minor problems associated with aging at around seven years old. Like forty or fifty for humans, seven marks the onset of mid-life in the canine species.
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HOW DOGS HELP US



Dogs don’t care how old or handsome or pretty you are, or what kind of car you drive, or how much money you make. Canine companions are nonjudgmental, loyal, and devoted. The bond between pets and their people is so powerful that it contributes to our mental, emotional, and physical well-being. In fact, a 1999 study showed that a pet’s calming influence works better at controlling high blood pressure than the most frequently used prescription drugs. Another study, oublished in 1992, showed that pet owners are less likely than people who don’t own pets to develop heart disease. A 1980 study found that pet owners who have heart attacks live longer than heart attack victims who don’t have pets. Finally, researchers at the University of California at Davis and at UCLA have found that people of all ages who have pets visit their doctors less often, have more fun, and feel more secure than people who don’t.


Dogs have always been hard workers. Guiding blind people through city streets, herding animals on farms, and guarding homes and property are some of the better known canine professions, but recently, dogs have been branching out into new fields. They’re dropping in at nursing homes and hospitals, where, as studies have shown, their visits help patients heal faster with less need for pain-killing medicines. They’re going to school with teachers who have found that a dog’s presence in the classroom actually lowers truancy rates and improves test scores. Canine love and devotion can even help autistic children and children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder tune in to the outside world with less anxiety.


Organizations like Pet Partners, a national group devoted to promoting the human-animal bond, arranges for volunteers to bring their pets into hospitals and schools. In Washington state, dogs are even going to prison! At a state prison for women felons, service dogs are raised and trained by inmates under the Prison Pet Partnership Program, an offshoot of Pet Partners. These dogs will eventually serve people who are blind, deaf, or wheelchair-or homebound. During the six-to-eight-month training period, dogs live in the cells with their trainers, who groom them and train them using positive reinforcement. When the inmates have served out their sentences, they not only leave prison with a new job skill, but they have learned a lot about themselves. Not one of the women who has participated in the Prison Pet Partnership Program since it started in 1988 has been a repeat offender.


THE DISCREET CHARMS OF THE OLDER DOG


While some dogs serve people by performing specific tasks, such as helping individuals with special needs, others simply curl up by the fire or on the sofa and make everybody in the house feel comforted by their presence. Since older dogs are calmer and wiser than young pups, their gifts for soothing spirits are unique. Older dogs can make sweet companions for older people. Their visits to nursing homes and assisted living facilities are particularly well-received because older dogs enjoy sitting still for good, long petting sessions. Older dogs can also be ideal playmates for young children. Because they are already house-trained and need less exercise, they make wonderful pets for busy people who don’t have the time or energy for a younger animal. Whether you have recently adopted your older dog or whether he or she has been part of your family for years, you know how lucky you are to be the human companion of an older dog.


Top Ten Reasons to Love Older Dogs


1. They let you get a good night’s sleep: they don’t need midnight snacks or bathroom runs.


2. Older dogs are less demanding than younger dogs: they leave you time for yourself.


3. Older dogs know who they are: they’re grown-ups with real personalities.


4. They’re constant companions: they stay by your side on walks in the park.


5. Older dogs love to sit and be petted for as long as you want to pet them.


6. They’ve learned what it takes to get along and they know how to be part of a pack.


7. Older dogs know what “no” means.


8. They can learn new tricks: older dogs focus better because they’re more relaxed.


9. Because they’re not teething, older dogs won’t chew your favorite slippers to bits.


10. They’re housebroken.





Section 1 [image: image]
HOW YOUR DOG AGES






Older dogs can enjoy many years of active life when owners pay attention to their changing health needs.





Chapter One [image: image]
the aging process



Most of us are only too aware of our own aging process. Almost as soon as we’re past adolescence, we note tiny laugh lines around our eyes and other subtle hints that our beautiful bodies really are subject to the laws of gravity. Midlife brings significant changes. Our bodies thicken here, soften there, and don’t respond quite as reliably as they once did. Eyesight and hearing start to fail. Our hair grays, and in some cases, falls out. We gain weight when we even look at food. And that cheerful, ready-for-anything attitude of youth tends to fade. We become more cautious about taking risks, maybe even a little crotchety and set in our ways. Although these changes can be difficult to detect in the early stages, they are all occurring in our faithful canine companions, too.


The older dog’s coat becomes thinner and dryer. Hair on the muzzle and around the ears turns gray. Muscles shrink and the body gradually becomes weaker. Hearing deteriorates, resulting in deafness in some dogs. Eyesight weakens. Many middle-aged dogs develop cloudy lenses in the eyes that could be the beginnings of cataracts. Dogs put on weight eating the same diet that kept them trim as pups, or they lose interest in regular meals and are constantly begging for treats. The dog that couldn’t wait to go out and run last year is slowing down, perhaps even whining in protest of a morning walk on cold days. He’s taking the stairs one at a time instead of in leaps and bounds. And, he can be cranky, too, intolerant of toddlers who want to play with him and less responsive to your commands and your affection.


HOW AND WHY DOGS AGE


Scientists have developed many theories to explain aging in humans and other mammals, but no one really knows how and why it happens. According to one theory, the cells of all living beings contain a built-in genetic program, a DNA clock that sets the pace of aging and determines the outer limits of each being’s life span from birth. It’s as if each body contains a fixed amount of energy that slowly dissipates over time and is finally used up. Other scientists blame the aging process on the hardships of daily life—cells are damaged by toxins in the foods we eat and the air we breathe, and by the gradual, inevitable wear and tear on our bodies that is just a part of living. These scientists compare this wear and tear to the rusting out that happens to the bodies of old cars. Still other biologists believe that the fault lies with our immune systems. They contend that as time takes its toll, our immune systems gradually wear out, and our bodies become more susceptible to infection and disease.


Like people, dogs are individual in the way they age. Certain breeds, mixed breeds, and, in general, smaller dogs tend to live longer. According to Tufts University School of Veterinary Medicine, one of the most respected veterinary colleges in the United States, the point at which a dog enters the golden years varies, although age seven is about average. (This roughly corresponds to the 55-plus category in people.) Tufts University veterinarians generally consider small dogs to be senior citizens at about twelve years of age, while large dogs reach the senior stage at six to eight years of age. Therefore, a Chihuahua or a dachshund might not show serious signs of age until she is twelve or so, while a cocker spaniel or a fox terrier may not start to seem old until about age ten. But larger dogs, such as Great Danes or golden retrievers, usually begin to show their age sooner—by age eight or nine.


How Size Affects the Aging Process






	Giant breeds (such as a St. Bernard)
	Average life span: 7 to 10 years Enters senior stage: 5 to 7 years
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	Large breeds (such as a Samoyed)
	Average life span: 8 to 12 years Enters senior stage: 6 to 8 years 	[image: image]





	Medium breeds (such as a terrier)
	Average life span: 12 to 15 years Enters senior stage: 7 to 9 years
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	Small breeds (such as a Bichon Frise)
	Average life span: up to 15 years Enters senior stage: 9 to 11 years
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The Aging Process: Human Years and Dog Years


Although life expectancy varies considerably among breeds, and smaller dogs tend to age more slowly than big dogs, you can generally measure your dog’s age equivalent in human years using the chart below. After two years of age, one year equals four human years.
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COMPARATIVE AGES OF DOGS AND HUMANS







	Dogs
	Humans







	3 months
	5 years




	6 months
	10 years




	1 year
	15 years




	4 years
	32 years




	8 years
	48 years




	15 years
	76 years
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WHAT CAN YOU DO TO HELP?


Start paying close attention to your dog’s aging process as he reaches middle age. Some changes are preventable; others are not. As your dog gets older, two types of changes will occur: age-related changes and true illnesses. Age-related changes are more difficult to prevent. These changes, such as hearing and visual impairment, are normal and will eventually develop in most animals. But, with optimum care, they can be postponed for years and their effects can be minimized.


Life Expectancy






	What’s the average life expectancy of your dog?



	BREED
	LIFE EXPECTENCY
	BREED
	LIFE EXPECTANCY







	Afghan Hound
	12-14 years
	Irish Terrier
	13 years




	Airedale
	13 years
	Irish Wolfhound
	11 years




	Akita
	10-12 years
	Jack Russell Terrier
	13-14 years




	Alaskan Malamute
	12 years
	Labrador Retriever
	12-14 years




	American Foxhound
	11-13 years
	Lhasa Apso
	13-14 years




	American Water Spaniel
	12 years
	Maltese
	14-15 years




	Basset Hound
	12 years
	Mastiff
	10-12 years




	Beagle
	13 years
	Norwegian Elkhound
	12-13 years




	Bernese Mountain Dog
	10-12 years
	Papillon
	13-15 years




	Bichon Frise
	14 years
	Pekingese
	12-13 years




	Bloodhound
	10-12 years
	Pembroke Welsh Corgi
	12-14 years




	Border Collie
	12-14 years
	Pit Bull Terrier
	12 years




	Borzoi (Russian Wolfhound)
	11-13 years
	Pomeranian
	15 years




	Boston Terrier
	13 years
	Portuguese Water Dog
	12-14 years




	Boxer
	12 years
	Rhodesian Ridgeback
	12 years




	Bull Terrier
	11-13 years
	Rottweiller
	11-12 years




	Cairn Terrier
	14 years
	Saluki
	12 years




	Cardigan Welsh Corgi
	12-14 years
	Samoyed
	12 years




	Chesapeake Bay Retriever
	12-13 years
	Scottish Terrier
	13-14 years




	Chihhuaha
	12-14 years
	Shar Pei
	11-12 years




	Chow Chow
	11-12 years
	Shih Tzu
	13-14 years




	Cocker Spaniel
	13-14 years
	Siberian Husky
	11-13 years




	Collie
	12-14 years
	St. Bernard
	11 years




	Dachshund
	14-17 years
	Standard Poodle
	11-15 years




	Dalmation
	12-14 years
	Weimaraner
	12-13 years




	Doberman
	12 years
	Welsh Terrier
	14 years




	German Shepherd
	12-13 years
	West Highland White Terrier
	14 years




	Golden Retriever
	13-15 years
	Wheaten Terrier
	13-14 years




	Great Dane
	10 years
	Whippet
	13-14 years




	Grey Hound
	10-12 years
	Wire Fox Terrier
	13-14 years




	Irish Setter
	13 years
	Yorkshire Terrier
	14 years







Illness is another story. Don’t ignore the subtle signs of illness or dismiss them as normal aging. While there are many things you can do at home to help diagnose and treat the minor health problems of your older dog with preventive care, natural remedies, and first aid techniques—which you will read about in later chapters—there are times when only a professional veterinarian can diagnose and treat a disease. Never hesitate to take your older dog to the vet whenever he’s not looking or feeling well for more than a day or two. With recent advances in veterinary medicine, many of the diseases your aging dog faces can be prevented or successfully treated.


Keep a close eye on your older pet. Picking up on the subtle changes that take place in the earliest stages of a disease can help prevent serious problems from developing. Even if a problem can’t be cured, it can often be managed in such a way that your dog enjoys many more years of active, pain-free living and you enjoy many more years of companionship.
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Healthy Dog Check List


Dogs, like people, sometimes need special care when they grow older. Mobility, eyesight, hearing, and other functions may be reduced to some degree or lost altogether. Regular veterinary checkups are an excellent way to keep tabs on your older dog’s health. Good home care is also crucial. The following is a list of things you can check at home. Depending on your dog’s age and health condition, you may want to run through this checklist once a week or a once a month. Make photocopies of this page to use for your frequent health checks. Date the health checks and keep them in a file or binder as a record to help you remember symptoms and dates when you visit the veterinarian.


• Appetite normal—no problems chewing or swallowing


• Drinks normal amounts of water


• Nose moist and free of discharge


• Teeth clean and free of tartar build-up—no bad breath


• Gums pink and moist with no redness or growths


• Eyes bright, clear, and free of matter


• Ears clean with no discharge, odor, or swelling


• Breathes without difficulty or excessive panting


• Coat shiny with no flaking or hair loss


• Skin free from itching or areas of irritation


• No lumps or bumps on the body


• No fleas, ticks, or mites


• Walks without stiffness, pain, or difficulty


• Urinates with usual frequency and has regular bowel movements which are normnal in size and consistency


• No slips in house training





Chapter Two [image: image]
age-related changes



As your dog gets older, you can expect visible changes. That distinguished bit of white around the muzzle, dryer skin, and a less lustrous coat are sure signs of aging. You will probably see shifts in appetite and changes in the senses of sight, smell, and taste, too. Your dog may sleep for more hours at night and take longer, more frequent naps during the day. Bit by bit, you will notice changes in his energy level. He’ll be strolling, instead of bounding, on your daily walks. His gait may change, too. The dog who once thrilled at every butterfly that passed and jumped to attention the moment you called his name will gradually become less attentive and slower to respond. At the same time, he may develop greater sensitivity to stress.
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