[image: image1.wmf]
Deadly Dangers to the Shih Tzu

                                                      © Chris Jones 2007

This is written on behalf of Shih Tzu every where but particularly those loved by well meaning folks who love the warmer climates. 
We all know how dangerous it is for toddlers to be left alone around water. Well Shih Tzu and other small dogs are pretty much in the toddler stage for life. We always have to supervise them or leave them in a confined, secure, safe place. Having a gated pool isn’t always enough. Some little doggies, Shih Tzu, too can go right through the fence rails. Sometimes curiosity, their own reflection or, something floating entices a little doggie into a pool. It could also be an unfortunate step, a slip that ends in a tragedy.  
When we had our first Shih Tzu we also had a pool. I was home one day when he decided to take a dip. If I hadn’t been there he would have drowned. Our pool had a rolled edge that protruded over the edge. The pool was round and only had underground steps at one end. His full coat and very short nose would have had him inhaling water and dragged him under in no time. Sure dogs can doggie paddle folks but they have to be able to hold their heads out of the water. It’s too way for a shih tzu to get water into their short little noses. They would very quickly get inhalation drowning. Even if saved, they’re prone to aspiration pneumonia. This is to say nothing of the sun and possibility of sun stroke danger here as well. 

Please don’t have misplaced secure feelings because you’ve taught your doggie how to swim, your pool has a cover or because they have a life vest. Please believe me, the breeder –godmother,  who has cried more than once about hearing how a little doggie I brought into the world and loved like a child is now gone because they drowned or worse. Yes, even worse. I will share a couple of these painful stories so you can learn from the pain of others and not have to experience it yourselves. Just recounting these sad times is stressful but I feel it does need saying and the warning is being offered for the sake of all the darling little trusting souls in Shih Tzu form who depend on us with their very lives. 

When we lived in Portland, Oregon we got a very heart wrenching call that little Rags who never went near the pool in the summer time had gotten into it and drowned. It was mid winter. He had apparently gone on the top which was covered with ice and slipped underneath. His distraught owners could do nothing to save him by the time they discovered he was missing. I can still see Rags’ precious little face and feel Rags in my arms and I feel hot tears as I write this. That was over 20 years ago. No one wants to lose a precious little companion and it was a terrible accident. Sunny, one of my first Shih Tzu lived with me for 16 months before I gave up the possibility of him ever being a “show” dog. He was very beautiful and in full coat. One of my friends loved him dearly and she had no children to lavish all of her affections upon so when she asked if she might have Sunny - I thought it was a match made in heaven. Indeed it was for several years. My friend had a pool and she would often take Sunny out with her and her husband. Sunny had floats, rafts and even a pet duck of his own. He was a very loving dog. My friend graciously let neighbors use her pool when she wasn’t at home. (I don’t think many folks would do this today.) One day the children didn’t close the back gate tightly when they left. Sunny followed them home and fell asleep in the shade behind their car in the driveway. Later their mother had an errand to run and Sunny was crushed beneath the tires of their car. This was another terrible tragedy. Beautiful little Sunny didn’t drown but a self latching gate might have possibly helped in this situation. 
Sunny naturally went out the doggie door to be with the children. I’m not judging. I make my fair share of mistakes. I’m only trying to save little Shih Tzu and save you a possible heartache. Accidents do happen. Prevention is key. 
Another couple invested in a new pool cover. It was a great one and seemed very safe. Unfortunately their little Shih Tzu girl was very curious about this new thing and before they knew it she was under it and drowned before they could get her out to safety. Accidents happen very quickly sometimes and when you least expect it. These folks had had their pool for sometime and their doggie never really showed any interest in it. The folks were literally devastated. 
There’s a new products called Scamper Safe being marketed in catalogs as a safety ramp to set into pools for dogs. I’m not endorsing it and I don’t know anyone who has one or has used one. If anyone else does, please let us all know. It’s white and less than $70. I don’t know that a Shih Tzu could see it from the water or if they could reach it in time. 

Filling wide gaps between rails or fence posts might be done with finer fencing or a smaller enclosure can be made for your fuzzy friend to keep them from getting close to the pool in the interest of safety. 

Lets’ talk about a lake or a boat on the lake; Just because the dogs have a life vest doesn't mean they won't drown. Some times it would help break their fall. But having a life vest doesn’t mean someone would jump in if one of the dogs fell over. Always make sure someone in the party swims and they would have no difficulty getting in and getting wet in a hurry. Be aware also that some people freeze and panic. I saw this myself in high school when my friend’s sister was drowning. I waited a few minutes before diving in because I was sure the sister or her boyfriend would rescue her from drowning from a cramp. Everyone was dumbstruck and no one moved. I finally realized they weren’t going to get her out if someone didn’t do something fast. Time is of critical essence –especially when a child or doggie is drowning. Also remember a wave, any slight wave, a wake or even their splash down or the splash of a rescuer can result in water getting into the little guy’s nose. This can drown him in itself or exacerbate the problem he’s having trying to keep his head above water. 
 Shih Tzu with that short nose gets water into their lungs very quickly. Even if the Shih Tzu do manage to get out of the water fast, the real anger is pneumonia which may or may not do them in. Time is a major consideration. Even in summer a pool may be cold and hypothermia can set in, quickly numbing the senses. In cold climates this is even more serious and dogs would succumb very quickly to this effect. Hypothermia and heart stroke can both cause brain damage and death. Both are extremely high risks for all brachycephalic (short faced) breeds of dogs. Older dogs are even higher risk still.  
There are a lot of breeds of dogs who were bred specifically for water activities. Those dogs were bred to retrieve game from water their form follows their function they have long legs and muzzles. Water presents no challenges to these breeds. Most of these breeds even have coats specifically designed to shed water. Some even have webbed feet.

Shih Tzu are designed to give you much love in your heart. They were designed for this purpose. They are loving little companions. Shih Tzu are not stick chasers, they’re not swimmers. They will try very hard to please their human companions so it’s up to you to cherish and protect them in a loving and sensible manner. If you really want a water companion please get a cocker or a retriever. If that swimming or boating or beaching takes priority in your life and a water loving dog matches your lifestyle, please consider choosing your breed accordingly. Labrador Retrievers are nice dogs and very much like Shih Tzu in personality from what I’ve been told. 
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You’ve heard me mention dogs are bred for the purpose they serve to mankind. The toy dogs are companions – not retrievers – not camping buddies, not walking dogs. Let me say this emphatically: They are housedogs – companions, foot warmers, bed buddies, your nurse, your therapy dog, clowns, all delightful and many things, but not water dogs. Please don’t let your own love of water cloud you to the fact that water can be the kiss of death to a trusting little shih tzu. 
Remember “form follows function”. Shih Tzu are not bred for sports of any sort. Their form is specifically designed for petting, brushing, combing. Their legs are short, their noses are very short, and their endurance is for short spurts of energy. 

Shih Tzu are one of the most susceptible breeds to heat stroke as well.  Heat stroke is often fatal. Don’t think because it feels like a nice day for a walk that your Shih Tzu is also up to this task. Your legs are a lot longer than his and he can not tolerate the heat like you can. Whether long hair or short clip, the Shih Tzu is always wearing a fur coat. He is also a brachycephalic breed. Heat is the most dangerous threat to these breeds. You wear shoes and he has bare feet pads at all times. The harsh unforgiving hot ground can scorch and burn their foot pads. Carry them or use their stroller if they must go with you. Always take a full mister bottle, too, as a precaution. You can use the spray to cool them and spray water into their mouth as well. There are “cool” collars and cool pads, consider checking into these as well. Better yet, keep them home - their sweet little faces are for smiling at you and visa versa, not for panting and struggling in the heat.
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For spring and summer safety; Please please please remember: 
1. Water and unsupervised Shih Tzu don’t mix. 

2. Shih Tzu are extremely heat sensitive. Avoid all physical exertion in the heat. 
3. Shih Tzu can sunburn and so can their eyes. Please keep your dog cool, indoors, or on a cool pack in the shade. Take precautions if you have to have your dog outside in hot weather. Better to keep him or her cool and comfortable and safe at home!

4. If you travel or if you’re a “sunbird” or “snowbirds” remember dogs must acclimatize. They can succumb to heat stroke even more easily if they come from a cooler climate into one that feels comfortable to you but is easily 30-40 degrees warmer than they are used to. Older dogs, particularly one with a heart or kidney problem magnifies this effect many times. Please use diligent care and remember your furry little friend will go with you anywhere so you have to be the sensible, well informed and protective one.
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