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MULTI-PART SERIES

YOUR BEST FRIEND is a little slower on her walks, but she still loves to play. She sleeps more and
her joints ache a bit, but she is as happy as she was the day you first met. She has become a little
grey in the face, but she never complains. She is a member of an elite crowd and you wouldn’t have
it any other way because you know ... Old Dogs Rule.

To help celebrate the joy senior dogs bring to our lives, we are publishing a mult-part series
“Old Dogs Rule” (compliments of the Canine Health Foundation) which will cover many aspects

of caring for senior dogs. We hope you enjoy!

Proper Conditioning Helps Active Older Dogs
Stay Healthy & Well

Senior dogs whose owners closely monitor their weight and keep
them active and properly conditioned are shining examples of how
growing older can be a healthy progression of life. Active senior dogs
also glow with emotional health and well-being.

Fortunately, there are ample opportunities today for older dogs to
participate in sports they enjoyed when they were younger - albeit at
a modified level for seniors. Among the senior dog offerings from the
American Kennel Club are Preferred Agility competitions with lower
jump heights, Veteran Sweepstakes at conformation events, and a lure
coursing ability test in which seniors run two-thirds of the normal
course distance. Some dogs do well in hunting tests and field trials well
into their senior years. The same approaches taken with nutrition and
conditioning of senior athletes can be applied to normal daily life if you
plan to increase the length or intensity of walks, runs or play sessions
with your older dog.

The secret to success involves tailoring a conditioning program to the
needs of an individual dog. Even before training begins, it is important
to take your dog for a thorough veterinary checkup. For dogs who
participate in seasonal activities, preseason training should begin
several weeks sooner than normal to allow a senior dog time to rebuild
muscle strength and stamina.

“Some dogs love their activities so much, they could be a detriment
to themselves,” cautions Joseph J. Wakshlag, D.V.M., Ph.D., DACVN,
DACVSMR, associate professor at Cornell University College of

Veterinary Medicine. “Dogs that have some orthopedic problems or
are suffering from osteoarthritis may not be ideal for participating in
intense competitive events like field trials.

A thorough veterinary examination should be the first step in
determining whether an older dog is healthy to participate in sports
or start a new or increased exercise routine. The examination is likely
to include a complete blood count and thorough physical examination.
Radiography and diagnostic ultrasounds may be warranted if there are
signs of potential problems.

“Finding things like renal disease or anemia will impact what a dog is
capable of doing,” says Dr. Wakshlag. “Early heart disease will definitely
affect the exercise patterns you do with your dog. Lumps and bumps
should be checked out to make sure they do not hinder movement.
Something as simple as a lipoma, which is a growth of fat cells under
the skin, in the wrong spot can seriously affect gait if it is near a joint.”

“It helps if owners keep a log of their dogs veterinary visits and
record any abnormal findings at home and bring this information to the
preseason checkup,” says Janet Van Dyke, D.V.M., DACVSMR, CCRT,
founder of the Canine Rehabilitation Institute in Wellington, Fla. “It also
helps to consult a veterinarian who is well-versed in musculoskeletal
anatomy and gait analysis and has a good working knowledge of canine
sports to give advice about the suitability of these activities to individual
dogs”

Although keeping dogs fit for life should be the goal, many senior
dogs are less active, which contributes to their being overweight. “Extra
weight puts undue stress on joints and may make it difficult for a dog
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to prepare for competition,” Dr. Wakshlag says. “Keeping a dog in ideal
body condition is the best thing for aging companions because it helps
a dog perform at his best while staying injury free”

“Just as in humans, we know in dogs that obesity, even marginal excess
weight, contributes to morbidity in many ways, including increased
circulating inflammatory mediators, compounds that can contribute
to patients experiencing additional inflammation and therefore pain,
Dr. Van Dyke says. “Just like in people, it is harder for senior dogs to
maintain a lean weight. They experience sarcopenia, the loss of lean
muscle mass, and can easily gain weight secondary to having a lower
metabolism.”

Dr. Wakshlag agrees. “In young dogs, you feed and condition them
to try and build mass. In older dogs, you try to diminish the loss.
Older dogs need more protein in their diet to maintain the same
muscle protein synthesis that occurs in younger dogs. You may need to
decrease the fat content due to less activity and to help maintain a good
athletic body condition.”

Using a body condition score system and recording a dog’s weight
can aid in determining the correct proportion of fat and lean muscle
mass. A dog should have an hourglass shape when viewed from above,
which equates to a score of 4 or 5 on a nine-point body condition score
system.

When your dog is ready for training and conditioning, you should
start slowly, gradually increasing the intensity and length of exercise.
“The muscle capacity for work is typically decreasing in older dogs due
to mild sarcopenia,” explains Dr. Wakshlag. “They don’t quite have the
energy powerhouses in the muscle cells that they did when they were
younger”

Conditioning is the process of getting a dog’s joints and muscles
in shape for a sport or activity. A balance of cardio and strength
conditioning is best, as well as addressing areas of weakness. The result
of proper conditioning is that a dog is less likely to get hurt when he
needs to exert greater physical effort during competition.

Keeping senior dogs active is best for promoting their health and
longevity. Proper conditioning and training can help prevent injuries
so that you can share your favorite sports and activities together for
many years to come.
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Beckylou’s Bayou Beamer MH MNH9, “Beamer.”

Tips on Training Senior Dogs

Schedule a checkup with your veterinarian before beginning a
conditioning program to ensure your dog is physically fit.

Begin a good nutrition program six to eight weeks before training
starts. Keep in mind senior dogs require more protein for muscle
synthesis, and some may need less fat to maintain ideal body
condition.

Keep excess weight off your senior athlete, as it contributes to
fatigue and predisposes a dog to muscle and ligament injuries.

Use common sense when training. Avoid pushing too hard in
extremely hot or cold weather. Train on a surface such as grass or
ground to minimize stress to the musculoskeletal system.

Properly warm up and cool down your dog during a workout. Be
mindful that senior dogs take longer to warm up, especially if they
have osteoarthritis or muscular strains. Spend five to 10 minutes
walking and then jogging to warm up the soft tissues (muscles,
tendons and ligaments) to help reduce straining. After training,
spend five to 10 minutes jogging and then walking to keep blood
pumping through the muscles and heart to help flush out toxins
built up during exercise.

During the off-season continue to monitor your dog’s
musculoskeletal system at least monthly by having him flex and
extend his toes, wrist and elbow. You also should check his gait
looking for signs of limping or soreness. m




