Love Your Dog to Death…

By Nannette Newbury
I received a disturbing phone call. A distraught woman in tears called me about her pet Aussie. He was dying. My heart froze when she made the following comment, “It is just terrible. He has gone from 110 lbs. to 80 lbs. in less than three weeks.”

One hundred and ten pounds? I nearly fell out of my chair. The average male Australian Shepherd is generally 20” to 23” tall and should weigh around 50 to 65 lbs. The average Aussie female is approximately 18” to 20” tall and will weigh somewhere from 35 to 50 lbs.

A male Aussie weighing one hundred and ten pounds? When I asked the distraught owner about her enormous pet, she cheerfully responded, “You ought to come to my place. Everyone here is well cared for!”

Well cared for? Perhaps it should more appropriately be labeled “loving your Aussie to death.” Pet owners, especially those carefully screened by responsible breeders should know better than to let a dog get this obese and out of shape. This is not an issue that is seen only in the Australian Shepherd, but with our active breed is can be one of the most heartbreaking to witness.

All one needs to do is attend a public obedience class, a doggie function or go to a dog park to witness the alarming number of obese dogs. And these are relatively informed owners that love to do things with their dogs. Imagine the number of ponderous pooches sitting home on couches eating bon bons that we never do see.

I embarked on an unofficial survey. Whenever and wherever I encountered an overweight dog, I questioned willing owners in depth about their knowledge of nutrition, and their beliefs about health and fitness issues.

The majority of pet owners I talked to acknowledged that their dogs were overweight, but didn’t feel it was a serious health issue or would cause any long-term medical problems (i.e., such as shortening their dog’s life). 

I determined that there were basically two types of owners of obese dogs: those that basically lived with their dogs 24 hours a day (retired, stay-at-home moms, etc.) and those that had one or more head of family working full-time, long hours where the dog was largely unattended.

The full-time dog owners were almost obsessive about their dogs. They loved them. They could not say enough wonderful things about their special dog and how much joy and happiness their canine companions gave to them. In return the owners stuffed the little darlings with treats, dinner table scraps, afternoon tea and crumpets and breakfast, lunch and dinner. When I asked if they had ever seen the rib bones on their dogs, they almost recoiled in horror at the thought of Fluffy being so abused! They did not thing that obesity was a form of abuse however. And make no mistake it is.
The dog owners that were away from home for most of the day and evening did not love their dogs any less in my estimation. They appeared to be concerned owners who acknowledged that their current lifestyle was not the best for the dog. I determine that these owners appeared to have a great deal of guilt about leaving their pooch alone in the back yard for 10, 12 and even 14 hours a day. Their remedy for the guilt? Feed the dog whatever he wants, whenever he wants. Spoil the dog excessively when they are with the dog out of guilt of the hours that they are not.

Owning a spayed or neutered pet compounds the issue. After this surgery dogs tend to gain weight much more easily. You may have to reduce the amount of food the pet is getting after this surgery.

Walking your dog on a leash two times a day is NOT exercise. This is an incredibly active breed. Our breed standard (which states the ideal Aussie) says, “has the stamina to work all day long. He is animated, lithe and agile, solid and muscular.”

If your pet is not, then you are at fault. It is your responsibility as the owner of this animal to keep the dog in good physical as well as mental condition. As a pet owner probably the most difficult need for the dog for you to fulfill would be off-leash running. Australian Shepherds thrive on this activity. However when you live in the confines of a city with leash laws, this becomes problematic. Many turn to dog parks. I do not personally recommend them. You have no control over the health or temperament of the dog’s let loose there. Your Aussie running fast and loose there could set off negative canine behavior and dogs could get hurt.

It this also the responsibility of breeders to share this information with their pet owners, and also to check in on the dogs and make sure that they information has made a positive impact on how the dog is being raised and cared for in the long term.
You may have to work harder at the physical condition of your dog. If that is impossible, then at least stop overfeeding your pooch!
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