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Dysphagia in Dogs 
 

By: Dr. Bari Spielman  
Overview 
 
Dysphagia is the medical term used to describe 
difficulty in swallowing. Dysphagia has many dif-
ferent causes, some of which are treatable and 
some are not. Diagnosing and treating the problem 
early can help increase the chances of a positive 
outcome. 
 
Dysphagia may be a mild problem in some ani-
mals, or it may cause extreme distress in some 
patients. With longstanding dysphagia the dog 
may loose a lot of weight due to its inability to eat 
and swallow (despite a normal appetite). Dys-
phagia may represent a transient local problem, or 
a severe, systemic illness. The recognition of dys-
phagia in your dog warrants an immediate exami-
nation by your veterinarian to determine the cause 
and institute appropriate therapy. 
 
General Causes 

�  Disorders of the nerves of the head (cranial 
nerves), especially diseases of the nerves to the 
tongue (hypoglossal nerve) or muscles of chewing 
(trigeminal nerve) 
�  Inflammation of the muscles of chewing 
(masticatory muscle myositis) 
�  Weakness of the muscles of chewing from dis-
eases such as myasthenia gravis (an immune dis-
order of the nervous/muscular system), muscular 
dystrophies (inherited abnormalities of muscle), 
etc. 
�  Paralysis of the muscles of chewing from rabies, 
tick paralysis, or botulism (rare) 
�  Trauma to the jaw, tongue, and other struc-
tures of the mouth 
�  Inflammation of the tongue (glossitis), gums 
(gingivigitis), mouth (stomatitis), or pharynx 
(pharyngitis) 
�  Dental diseases 
�  Foreign bodies in the mouth or pharynx 
�  Masses or cysts in the mouth or pharynx 
�  Airway diseases that affect the back of the 
mouth and throat 
�  Cricopharyngeal achalasia, which is an incoor-
dination in the movement of food stuffs from the 
back of the mouth through the pharynx and into 
the esophagus 
 
What to Watch For  

�  Drooling, sometimes with blood in the saliva 
�  Gagging 

�  Dropping food from the mouth or the collection 
of food along one side of the mouth 
�  Repeated attempts at swallowing 
�  Coughing 
�  Regurgitation of food 
�  Change in appetite  
�  Weight loss 
�  Pain around the head, mouth and or neck area 
�  Physical deformities of the head and neck 
�  Possible nasal discharge 
�  Possible foul odor from the mouth 
�  Signs of muscle weakness elsewhere in the 
body 
 
Diagnostic Tests 
 
A thorough examination is very important, as 
some causes of dysphagia may be detectable on 
the examination. In addition your veterinarian 
may recommend the following additional tests: 

�  A complete oral examination under sedation 
�  Complete blood count (CBC) 
�  Biochemical profile and urinalysis 
�  Radiographs (X-rays) of the mouth, skull (with 
teeth) and neck 
�  Chest x-rays if the animal is coughing 
 
Specialized diagnostic tests may be indicated in 
selected cases and may include the following: 

�  Ultrasound of the pharynx (throat) 
�  Pharyngoscopy (evaluation of the throat with an 
endoscope) 
�  Fluoroscopic barium swallow (food material 
filled with barium is observed being swallowed un-
der a video x-ray machine)  
�  Blood tests for myasthenia gravis, to detect in-
flammation of the muscles responsible for chewing 
and for other immune disorders 
�  Certain hormonal assays 
�  Electrodiagnostic tests that detect muscle and 
nerve function 
�  Possible biopsy and cytology of any abnormal 
masses, cysts or muscles 
 
Treatment 
 
Treatment of dysphagia is quite variable depend-
ing upon the cause. Some animals require suppor-
tive care while their primary disease is being 
treated or is resolving. Supportive care may in-
clude the following:  

�  Nutritional support is of paramount impor-
tance. A change in food consistency or the position 
of the patient during feeding may be recommended 
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in some cases. A feeding tube that bypasses the 
mouth and throat may be indicated, such as a 
gastrostomy (stomach) tube. Occasionally, par-
enteral (intravenous) feeding may be indicated, 
depending on the primary disease process. 

�  Antibiotics may be recommended to combat or 
prevent bacterial infections.  
 
Specific treatments may include the following: 

�  Surgical correction of any fractures of the jaw 
and palate, surgical repair of lacerations, and re-
moval of any oral foreign bodies, cysts and masses 

�  Removal of diseased teeth and application of 
specific remedies for dental disease  

�  Surgical correction of upper airway abnormali-
ties 

�  Medications for myasthenia gravis and certain 
hormonal problems 

�  Corticosteroids for inflammation of the muscles 
or tissues of the mouth 
 
Home Care 
 
Administer any prescribed medications and die-
tary recommendations as directed by your veteri-
narian. If your pet is not improving, and/or if ad-
ditional clinical signs develop, contact your veteri-
narian. Animals with weakness or paralysis of the 
muscles or nerves to the head may take several 
weeks to return to normal, once appropriate ther-
apy has been instituted. Consistent nursing care 
at home is very important to their recovery. 
 
Legal Disclaimer 
If your pet is showing any signs of distress or you 
suspect your pet is seriously ill, CONTACT YOUR 
VETERINARIAN immediately. 
  
 

Fleas 
 

Know Thy Enemy  
 
Most pet owners are far too familiar with the com-
mon flea: a little, brown, multi-legged annoyance 
that can move much too quickly.  
Here's the low-down on this dirty, rotten scoun-
drel.  
 
 

Physical Characteristics  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fleas are parasites, which means that they are 
small organisms that live in or on (and at the ex-
pense of) a larger organism (the "host" animal). 
Some parasites cause no problems, others cause 
discomfort and annoyance, and still others can 
lead to life-threatening disease. Fleas are small, 
wingless insects that are parasites on dogs, cats, 
pigs, rodents, birds, and humans. Adult fleas suck 
the blood of their hosts, and they are known to 
survive for months while waiting for a victim to 
come by.  
There are several species of fleas, but the most 
widespread among both cats and dogs is the cat 
flea, Ctenocephalides felis. This flea's cousin, the 
dog flea, Ctenocephalides canis, also occurs, but is 
less common.  
 
Lifecycle  
 
Fleas have a four-stage lifecycle: adult, egg, larvae, 
and pupae. They flourish in the conditions that we 
find most comfortable--temperatures of 62-83 de-
grees F with 52% to 92% humidity--exactly where 
we keep our homes.  
A female flea can lay up to 25 eggs a day, and the 
cat and dog fleas are likely to lay those eggs on 
their host-your pet. After an incubation period, the 
eggs hatch.The newly hatched larvae burrow into 
dark, safe places such as your rugs and furniture 
and outdoors under leaves. The larvae eat dried 
blood and other organic substances for several 
weeks. Then they spin a cocoon and pupate. In 
their cocoons, the pupae are safe from insecticides 
and even very cold temperatures, sometimes for 
more than a year. The pupae hatch when they 
sense a meal is near.  
Over 95% of the flea population at any time is in 
the egg, larval, or pupal stage, which is why it's so 
important to use treatments that affect these 
stages. In the past, flea control has worked on the 
basis of killing off only the adults. Now veterinari-
ans and pest exterminators recommend an inte-
grated approach to disrupt the fleas' different life 
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stages, hopefully resulting in fewer eggs hatching 
and growing into adults.  
 
Does My Pet Have Fleas?  
 
Fleas don't spend all of their time on your pet. In 
fact, they only spend about 10 minutes per day. 
They hop on to eat and lay eggs, and then hop off 
and hide in your carpet, your pet's bed, your yard, 
or some other flea-friendly place.  
Not sure whether your pet has fleas? Those tiny 
black specks on your pet or its bed and other fa-
vorite spots could be "flea dirt". Flea dirt is actu-
ally the adult flea's feces and is rich in blood-so 
rich that the larvae eat it for nourishment. Wet the 
specks with a drop of water and if they turn red, 
they're flea dirt.  
Another method is to use a flea comb, which you 
can get from your local pet store. (The metal 
combs work the best.) Run the comb over your 
pet, making sure to penetrate to the base of its 
coat. When you pull the comb off, if your pet has 
fleas you'll see either the flea dirt or the fleas 
themselves. Don't let the fleas get away-drown 
them in a bowl of soapy water before they can 
jump back on your pet.  
 
Problems Caused By Fleas  
 
The primary annoyances of fleas are those red, 
itchy bites that have you and your pets scratching 
in stereo. When a flea bites your dog or cat, it de-
posits a small amount of saliva in the skin. Your 
pet can develop an allergy to this saliva and react 
with severe itching. This condition is called flea 
allergy dermatitis. It mostly affects dogs, but cats 
are susceptible, too. Common symptoms are biting 
or scratching excessively around the tail, groin, or 
backside or the appearance of small scabs or 
bumps on the animal's neck or back.  
Fleas can also carry tapeworms, one of the most 
common internal parasites and one you will actu-
ally be able to see. If your pet in infested with 
fleas, it's also possible that it might have tape-
worms.  
 
Treatment and Prevention  
 
One of the most common errors that pet owners 
make is to treat only one of the flea's life stages. If 
you are using a flea shampoo or dip, you're only 
killing the adults. To achieve the best results, treat 
comprehensively. And be prepared to repeat the 
treatment. Flea control is an ongoing process.  
When planning your strategy, you'll want to keep 
several things in mind. Do you want to use chemi-
cal treatments? Or do you prefer the all-natural 

approach? You can also combine strategies, using, 
for example, the all-natural treatments first and 
then supplementing your efforts if necessary with 
chemical treatments.  
Many products that are on the market contain a 
flea-growth-hormone inhibitor. These products 
work by preventing the immature fleas from be-
coming adults. Then there are the 
"adulticides" (such as shampoos and dips) that kill 
the adult fleas. Using an integrated approach to 
controlling both immature and mature fleas will 
most likely yield the best results.  
Remember that using chemicals, while very effec-
tive, can be very dangerous to you, your pet, and 
the environment if you don't follow the directions 
to the letter. Also, combining pesticides and other 
chemicals can create health hazards. Use chemical 
treatments responsibly-and always keep them out 
of your children's reach.  
Many pest control manufacturers offer a line of 
integrated products that are designed to work to-
gether, greatly simplifying your decisions. Above 
all, plan an approach that works for your geo-
graphical area, your lifestyle, and your safety. If 
you have tried several strategies over the years, 
and still can't seem to control your flea problems, 
ask a local veterinarian for recommendations that 
are specific to your region.  
You will want to plan on treating your pet, yard, 
home, and car (if your pet rides with you) all in the 
same day. You might even want to drop off your 
pet at the groomer's and treat your living areas 
while Fido gets dipped. If you have cats and dogs 
in your home, treat them at the same time.  
 
First Things First  
 

First, vacuum and mop to get rid 
of as many immature (eggs, lar-
vae, and pupae) fleas as possible. 
Try vacuuming up some flea pow-
der to kill any fleas that get 
sucked up into the bag. After you 
vacuum, dispose of the bag (in 
the outside trash container) im-
mediately, so the fleas that are 
trapped can't use it as a safe 

place to hatch and reinfest your home.  
There are many options for treating your home, 
including carpet powders, sprays, and foggers. 
Give extra attention to your pet's bedding and fa-
vorite spots around the house (carpet and furni-
ture). Follow the directions on the label exactly, 
making sure that your family, your pets, and food 
(pet and human) are not exposed to unsafe  
chemicals.  
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Next stop, the great outdoors. By treating your 
yard, you can eliminate many immature fleas and 
stave off a frustrating reinfestation. When choos-
ing the outdoor product, make sure it's compatible 
with the other products you are using on your pets 
and inside the house. Mow the lawn and rake up 
any leaves, brush, or clippings. Then spray your 
yard, concentrating on dark, leafy areas and your 
pet's favorite spots.  
Flea shampoos and dips come in many varieties, 
including all natural. All kill the adult fleas and 
provide some residual protection. Pay close atten-
tion to the instructions on the label, including any 
limitations on using the product on young animals 
or on animals that it was not formulated for. (For 
example, a dip formulated for adult dogs can be 
highly toxic to cats or young animals.)  
After the bath, you may want to use a sponge-on 
treatment. These treatments generally are left on 
your pet to dry. Between baths, a flea spray can 
help keep fleas off your dog.  
Since the recent release of the once-a-month pill 
for dogs, these breakthrough treatments seem to 
be coming out fast and furious. A similar once-a-
month oral suspension for cats was recently intro-
duced. Additionally, new spot treatments that last 
up to a month are due to be released soon. Con-
sult your veterinarian for a recommendation (and 
prescription for your pet if you decide to try it).  
 
 
 
Note from Jack Vanderwyk, author and  
Labrador breeder:  
 
"I have lived with dogs since I was a child. From the 
moment I started to live on my own, I was about 21 
I guess, I always had dogs in the house, at least 5 
of them, usually more. Hairy ones too, a Polish wolf 
and several Bouviers des Flandres. Never had a 
problem with fleas and I didn't treat the dogs with 
any anti-flea stuff. Sure, they did have some fleas 
once in a while, but only a few, and for a short 
time.  
 
In 1991 I got my first Labrador. Ten years later I 
had 21 Labradors, recently I reduced the stock to 
12. Never had any flea problems with them either. I 
never wash the dogs, I just let them swim in clean 
water. Fleas seem to think my dogs aren't attractive 
creatures. I guess my dogs have some natural anti-
body against fleas, which they could develop be-
cause they were never exposed to anti-flea chemi-
cals, and neither were their parents."  
   
   
   

 
Predator Poison Under Review  

Man's Poisoning Prompts Debate on  
Predator Poison Ban 

  
The EPA investigation comes as the agency consid-
ers a proposal to prohibit use of the poisons on 
federal land. A bill by Rep. Peter DeFazio, D-Ore., 
would go further, banning the poisons altogether. 
"Compound 1080 and M-44 sodium cyanide  
capsules are lethal, dangerous, and unnecessary 
poisons. They pose a very serious threat to our 
nation's citizens, wildlife and domesticated  
animals," DeFazio said. 
 
He called the two toxins "super poisons" that could 
be used by terrorists to harm Americans.  
Compound 1080 is so lethal that a single tea-
spoonful could kill dozens of people. There is no 
known  
antidote.  Rep. John Salazar, D-Colo., called  
DeFazio's fears overstated. 
A farmer and 
cattle rancher, 
Salazar said 
both pesticides 
are safe, 
"environmentally 
sound tools  
registered by the 
Environmental 
Protection 
Agency and used 
only by trained 
and certified  
applicators." 
 
Use of the pesticides "is highly target-specific, in 
limited applications, and in compliance with the 
regulations of the EPA and local jurisdictions," Sa-
lazar wrote in a letter urging colleagues to defeat 
DeFazio's bill. 

  
Without effective tools to protect them from  
predators, livestock losses from coyotes and other 
wildlife could be two to three times higher than 
current levels estimated at $16.3 million per year 
in the sheep industry and $51 million in cattle 
losses, according to the Colorado Wool Growers 
Association, which represents the state's 1,600 
sheep farms and ranches. 
 
"Regardless of the size of operation, each sheep 
farm or ranch needs protection against predators, 
and many operations rely on the assistance and 
expertise" provided by the Wildlife Services agency, 

Pesticide “launcher” 
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the group said in a letter opposing the ban. 
Salazar encouraged colleagues to "stand up for the 
thousands of livestock producers in our country 
who provide the world's most abundant food sup-
ply and oppose this legislation." 
 
DeFazio said it's unfortunate that the bill's leading 
opponent is a fellow Democrat and westerner, but 
said he would push forward with the measure, the 
latest in a years long effort to ban the two poisons. 
 
 
April 08, 2008 02:20 PM EDT 
 

American Kennel Club Cautions Owners: Pet 
Theft on the Rise 

-- Dog Owners and Breeders Advised to Keep 
Dogs Safe at Home and on 

the Road – 
 

NEW YORK--(BUSINESS WIRE)--The American 
Kennel Club® is warning pet owners and breeders 
about an alarming rise in dog thefts in recent 
months. From parking lots to pet stores and even 
backyards, more dogs are disappearing. In the first 
three months of 2008, the AKC has tracked more 
than 30 thefts from news and customer reports, 
versus only ten for all twelve months 
of 2007. 
Media reports have chronicled the 
escalation of these "dog-nappings" 
from all around the country. Inci-
dents have included armed robbers 
entering a breeder's home, tiny pup-
pies being stuffed inside purses at 
pet stores and most recently, pure-
bred pets being snatched from cars 
in parking lots and even shelters. 
"The value of pets in people's lives 
has been on the rise for a long 
time and now we are seeing thieves trying to 
capitalize on this. Whether they seek to resell 
the dog, collect a ransom or breed the dogs 
and sell their offspring, thieves seem to be at-
tuned to the increased financial and emo-
tional value pets have in our lives," 
said AKC spokesperson Lisa Peterson. "Losing a 
treasured family pet is devastating to the owner." 
"Criminals look for weaknesses and exploit them. 
They know pets can't protect themselves, so that 
means owners need to be alert," said Lt. John  
Kerwick, a law enforcement K-9 handler and the 
President of the U.S. Police Canine Association, 
Region 7. "Be wary of anyone who approaches you 
and asks too many questions about your dog or 
where you live. This is a red flag that they may be 
out to snatch your pet." 

Peterson added that "These `dog-nappers' are  
misguided and naïve. They're stealing living 
 beings, not jewelry that can be pawned. 
Plus, it's unlikely that they can sell the dogs for 
high prices without proper registration papers, 
and these inept criminals are not realistically go-
ing to collect a ransom. Caring for a dog -- and 
especially breeding -- is a time consuming en-
deavor that requires a lot of knowledge. Thieves 
will find themselves with a frightened and 
confused animal that needs a lot of care." 
The AKC offers the following advice to prevent your 
“best friend" from being a target of a crime: 
 
At Home 
 
Don't let your dog off-leash – Keeping your dog 
close to you reduces the likelihood it will wander 
off and catch the attention of thieves. A Saint  
Bernard that had wandered away from his owner 
in Nebraska was snatched up right off the road. 
 
Don't leave your dog unattended in your yard – 
Dogs left outdoors when no one is home for long 
periods of time can be potential targets, especially 
if you live in a rural area and the fenced-in yard or 
dog runs are visible from the street. 

 
Keep purchase price to yourself – If 
strangers approach you to admire your 
dog during walks, don't answer questions 
about how much the dog cost or give de-
tails about where you live. 
Breeders need to be aware of home visits 
by potential puppy buyers – Criminals 
posing as would be "puppy buyers" have 
visited breeder homes to snatch dogs, 
while other homes have been burglarized 
when the owner was away.  
 

From Yorkies in Los Angeles to Bulldogs in 
Connecticut, thieves have targeted young puppies 
of these highly coveted breeds. 
 
On the Road 
 
Never leave your dog in an unattended car, even if 
it's locked – Even if you are gone for only a  
moment, an unlocked car is an invitation for  
trouble.  
 
Also leaving expensive items in the car such as a 
GPS unit or laptop will only invite thieves to break 
and possibly allow the dog to escape. 
 
Don't tie your dog outside a store – This popular 
practice among city dwelling dog owners can be a 
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recipe for disaster. Reports have surfaced of such 
thefts in Manhattan. If you need to go shopping, 
patronize only dog-friendly retailers or leave the 
dog at home. 
 
 
Be vigilant when entering or leaving establish-
ments or venues catering to dogs such as  
grooming salons, veterinarians, doggie day care or 
hotels. 
 
Be aware of your surroundings, such as slow mov-
ing vehicles, or people watching you and your dog. 
 
 Carry pepper spray 
as a precaution and, if possible, don't walk alone 
late at night or stay in a well lit area. 
 
Recovery 
 
Protect your dog with microchip identification – 
Collars and tags can be removed so make sure you 
have permanent ID with a microchip. Keep contact 
information current with your recovery service 
provider. Several pets have been recovered be-
cause of alert people scanning and discovering  
microchips.  
 
Other things to do: 
 
Contact police / animal control and veterinarian 
offices in the area your pet was last seen. 
 
Have fliers with a recent photo ready to go if your 
dog goes missing  
 
Keep a photo of your dog in your wallet or on an 
easily accessible web account so that you can dis-
tribute immediately if your pet goes missing. 
 
 For more information and to enroll your pet in a 
24 hour recovery service visit www.akccar.org. 
 
 
And…..speaking of micro chipping……... 
 

The Irreverent Vet Speaks out on “Do  
Microchips Cause Cancer in Dogs?” 

 
Are microchips dangerous? Do they cause cancer 
in dogs and cats? As the irreverent veterinarian, 
I'll work to give you information and alternative 
opinions about controversial topics. Here is infor-
mation about the controversy surrounding dog 
and cat microchips.  
 

Microchipping is widely used and a very successful 
method for identifying dogs. Recently, reports have 
been in the media about microchips that may 
cause cancer.  
 
Microchips are FDA approved devices used for per-
manent identification of pets. The chip is small, 
compact and easily inserted under the skin. Lost 
pets are "scanned" and the chip identifies a num-
ber that can be subsequently traced back to the 
owner. Millions of pets have been microchipped 
and approximately 2,000 devices have been im-
planted in humans worldwide (with the goal of im-
planting 45 million people in the U.S) without sig-
nificant problems being reported. 
 
Studies about the effects of microchip implanta-
tion have been going on for about 6 years after im-
plantation. Mild inflammation was noted in some 
animals but most was gone within 3 months after 
implantation. There have been some reported ad-
verse reactions in mice and rat studies. Reports 
surfaced that the glass-encapsulated RFID trans-
ponders microchips caused malignant, fast-
growing, lethal cancers in up to 1% to 10% of 
cases in rats and mice. In 2004, a dog was exam-
ined for a mass over his shoulder area. The mass 
was removed and was found to be a sarcoma. At-
tached to the mass was a microchip. The dog had 
no reoccurrence and is apparently well. In this 
case, according to the abstract published in Vet-
erinary Pathology, it was difficult to establish 
which was the primary cause of the neoplastic 
growth, because the dog had received several ra-
bies vaccines and the microchip was detected close 
to but not included in the mass. A concause could 
then be hypothesized. 
 
The question is... 
 
Do microchips cause cancer in dogs and cats? 
 
The answer is – we don't really know. There has 
been one reported case that they suspect the mi-
crochip could have been a problem but the dog 
was also vaccinated for rabies and a definite cause 
could not be determined. Are there more cases 
that have not yet been diagnosed? I don't know.  
 
What should you do if your pet has a micro-
chip?  
 
I'd recommend having your pet scanned during his 
routine exam at your veterinarian's office. Chips 
are generally injected over the back but can mi-
grate from over the back to the sides. By scanning 
the pet, you will be able to determine if the chip 
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works and the location of the chip. Then I'd recom-
mend feeling that area (just as women would do a 
self-breast exam) for the presence of a mass or 
problem on a regular basis. If you feel any sort of 
mass, see your veterinarian immediately.  
 
My Final Thoughts - Should you microchip your 
dog? 
 
Absolutely Yes! microchips are the best way of per-
manent identification of dogs. The chips are con-
sidered reliable and an effective way to identify lost 
pets. At this point in time, we believe that they 
likelihood of a pet being lost and possibly being 
euthanized because he cannot be identified is way 
higher than the chance of the pet developing a tu-
mor.  
 
I suspect there will be lots of new information 
about this as time goes on. I'll keep you informed.  
 
  
Disclaimer 
 
The Irreverent Vet is a columnist that regularly con-
tributes to PetPlace.com. The goal is to add a bal-
anced and alternative view of some controversial 
pet issues. As happens with all of us, veterinarians 
can't say what they really think without offending 
some clients. This commentary allows vets to say 
what they think and give you, the pet owner, and 
the opportunity to consider another view. All opin-
ions are those of the Politically Incorrect Vet and not 
the views of PetPlace.com and are not endorsed by 
PetPlace.com. 

  
 
 
 

The Price of Popularity: 
Popular Sires and Population Genetics 

C.A. Sharp 
 

Consider the hypothetical case of Old Blue, 
Malthound extraordinaire. Blue was perfect: 
Sound, healthy and smart. On week days he re-
trieved malt balls from dawn to dusk. On week-
ends he sparkled in malt field and obedience trials 
as well as conformation 
shows, where he baited to--you guessed it--malt 
balls. 
 
Everybody had a good reason to breed to Blue, so 
everybody did. His descendants trotted in his paw-
prints on down through their generations. Blue 
died full of years and full of honor. But what peo-
ple didn't know was that Old Blue, good as he was, 
carried a few bad genes. They didn't affect him, 
nor the vast majority of his immediate descen-
dants. To complicate the matter further, some of 
those bad genes were linked to genes for important 
Malthound traits. 
 
A few Malthounds with problems started showing 
up. They seemed isolated, so everyone assumed it 
was "just one of those things."  A few declared 
them "no big deal." Those individuals usually had 
affected dogs. All in all, folks carried on as usual. 
Time passed. More problem dogs turned up. Peo-
ple made a point not to mention the problems to 
others because everyone knows the stud owner 
always blames the bitch for the bad tings and 
takes credit for the good. Stud owners knew it best 
to keep quiet so as not to borrow trouble. Overall, 
nobody did anything to get to the bottom of the 
problems, because if they were really significant, 
everybody would be talking about it, right? 
Years passed. Old Blue had long since moldered in 
his grave. By now, everyone was having problems, 
from big ones like cataracts, epilepsy or thyroid 
disease to less specific things like poor-keepers, 
lack of mothering ability and short life-span. 
"Where can I go to get away from this?" breeders 
wondered. The answer was nowhere. 
People became angry. "The responsible parties 
should be punished!" Breeders who felt their pro-
grams might be implicated stonewalled. Some  
quietly decided to shoot, shovel and shut-up. A 
few brave souls stood up and admitted their dogs 
had a problem and were hounded out of the breed. 
The war raged on, with owners, breeders and res-
cue workers flinging accusations at each other. 
Meanwhile everybody carried on as always. After 
another decade or two the entire Malthound breed 
collapsed under the weight of its accumulated ge-
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netic debris and went extinct.  This drastic little 
fable is an exaggeration--but not much of one. 
Here's similar, though less drastic, example from 
real life:  
There once was a Quarter Horse stallion named 
Impressive. The name fit. He sired many foals who 
also exhibited his desired traits. But when they 
and their descendants were bred to each other, 
those offspring sometimes died. Impressive had 
been the carrier of a lethal single-gene recessive 
trait. No one knew it was there until they started 
in-breeding on him. The situation of a single sire 
having this kind of drastic genetic effect on a breed 
became known as the "Impressive Syndrome." 
Many species and breeds of domestic animals, in-
cluding dogs, have suffered "Impressive Syn-
dromes" of their own. But cases like that of Im-
pressive are only the tip of the iceberg. A single-
gene recessive becomes obvious in just a few gen-
erations. But what about more complex traits? 
This is not to say that those popular sires we so 
admire are bad breeding prospects. Their many 
excellent traits should be utilized, but even the 
best of them has genes for negative traits. 
 
The problem is not the popular sires, but how we 
use them. For a century or more, in-breeding has 
been the name of the game. 
(For the purposes of this article, "in-breeding" re-
fers to the breeding of dogs related to each other 
and therefore includes line breeding.) 
By breeding related individuals, a breeder in-
creased his odds of producing dogs homozygous 
for the traits he wanted.  Homozygous individuals 
are much more likely to produce those traits in the 
next generation. 
 
 
When a male exhibits a number of positive traits 
and then proves his ability to produce those traits 
he may become a popular sire, one that is used by 
almost everyone breeding during his lifetime, and 
maybe beyond, thanks to frozen semen. 
Since the offspring and grand-offspring and so on 
are good, breeders start breeding them to each 
other. If the results continue to be good, additional 
back-crosses may be made for generations. Some-
times a sire will be so heavily used that, decades 
hence, breeders may not even be aware of how 
closely bred their animals are because the dog no 
longer appears on their pedigrees. 
 
This is the case in Australian Shepherds. Most 
show-line Aussies trace back, repeatedly, to one or 
both of two full brothers: 
Wildhagen's Dutchman of Flintridge and Fieldmas-
ter of Flintridge. These, products of a program of 

inbreeding, were quality individuals and top-
producing sires. They are largely responsible for 
the over-all quality and uniformity we see in the 
breed ring today--a uniformity that did not exist 
before their birth nearly three decades ago. 
 
Working lines have also seen prominent sires, but 
performance traits are far more complex, geneti-
cally and because of the significant impact of envi-
ronment. They are therefore harder to fix. Perform-
ance breeders will in-breed, but are more likely to 
stress behavioral traits and general soundness 
than pedigree and conformational minutiae. The 
best working sires rarely become as ubiquitous as 
the best show-line sires. 
 
Not every popular sire becomes so because of his 
ability to produce quality offspring. Some have 
won major events or are owned by individuals with 
a knack for promotion. Such dogs may prove to be 
wash-outs once they get  old enough to evaluate. 
But a lot of breeders have been using the animal 
for the few years it takes to figure that out.  The 
damage may already have been done by then. 
 
Use of even the best popular sires, by its very na-
ture, limits the frequency of some genes in the 
breed gene pool while simultaneously increasing 
the frequency of others. Since sons and grandsons 
of popular sires tend to become popular sires the 
trend continues, resulting in further decrease and 
even extinction of some genes while others become 
homozygous throughout the breed. Some of these 
traits will be positive, but not all of them. 
 
The owners of Old Blue, the Malthound, in the 
opening fable, and those who owned his most im-
mediate descendants had no idea what was hap-
pening under their noses. They were delighted to 
have superior studs and even more delighted to 
breed them to as many good bitches as possible. 
 
Dog breeding and promoting is an expensive 
proposition. One usually winds up in the hole. But 
owning a popular sire can change that. The situa-
tion looks like a winner for everyone--the stud 
owner finds his financial burden reduced while 
breeders far and wide get to partake of his dog's 
golden genes. 
 
No one breeding dogs wants to produce sick dogs. 
A small minority are callous and short-sighted 
enough to shrug genetic problems off as the price 
you pay to get winners, but even they do their best 
to avoid letting it come to general attention. 
We need a total re-thinking of how we utilize stud 
animals. No single dog, no matter how superior, 
























