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Pedigree dog welfare:
whose responsibility?
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In August 2008 the subject of pedigree
dog breeding hit the headlines in the
form of a BBC documentary entitled
‘Pedigree Dogs Exposed. Although the
issue of abnormalities in pedigree dogs
has been recognised since the British
Small Animal Veterinary Association
(BSAVA) carried out an investigation
in 1963 (Crispin, 2011), ‘Pedigree Dogs
Exposed’ was described as a wake-up call
for everyone involved in canine welfare
(Laycock, 2012). The public response to
the documentary led the RSPCA and
Dogs Trust to withdraw their support
for Crufts (Carter, 2009), and the BBC
subsequently refused to televise their
annual coverage of the show (Bateson,
2010).

The issues raised by ‘Pedigree Dogs
Exposed’ also led to the commissioning
of three separate studies on pedigree
dog breeding. All three concluded that
welfare issues relating to exaggerated
conformation and inherited disease were

present in pedigree dogs (Rooney &
Sargan, 2009; Associate Parliamentary
Group for Animal Welfare 2009;
Bateson, 2010).

Exaggerated
conformational features

Recent research carried out on the most
popular 50 breeds of pedigree dog in the
UK revealed that all 50 were predisposed
to at least one conformation-related
disorder (Asher, Diesel, Summers,
McGreevy and Collins, 2009). The
conformational exaggerations likely to
lead to unnecessary suffering can be
seen in Box 1. Many of these features
have arisen from judges’ and breeders’
interpretations of the breed standard.
Breed standards are a written description
of the required features of a specific breed
and in the UK they are set by the Kennel
Club. It is these standards that pedigree
dogs are judged against in shows such as
Crufts.

K2 Box 1. Features likely to cause health and welfare issues in dogs (Rooney & Sargan, 2009)

e Overly large or heavy dogs that may therefore suffer from joint

problems

e Dogs with very short legs and long backs that may have limited
locomotion, and be predisposed to disorders of the vertebral column

o Short skulls and flat faces (brachycephalic breeds) that may lead to
breathing disorders and blockage of the lachrymal (tear) duct

o Large flat skulls that may result in birth difficulties

e Abnormal positions of limbs, e.g. bowed or ‘too steep’, that may result
in difficulties of movement and joint degeneration

e Abnormal positioning of the teeth, that may result in difficulties in

feeding and caring for young

e Abnormal size and position of the eyes or eyelids that may lead to
irritation, inflammation, degeneration and prolapse of the eyes

o Very long ears that can easily be injured

o Markedly folded or furrowed ears that may cause eczema or skin
complaints, eye irritation or inflammation

o Hairlessness that may result in an inability to thermoregulate
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K4 Figure 1. Summary of the major stakeholders with a role to play in improving pedigree dog welfare (Rooney & Sargan, 2009)

Inbreeding and inherited
disease

Inbreeding can result in disease, as it
reduces heterozygosity, or hybrid vigour,
and leads to a loss of desirable genes. This
is known as inbreeding depression (Leroy,
2011). In cases of recessive Mendelian
inheritance, where faulty genes are passed
on from both parents, there is a direct
link between inbreeding and inherited
disease (Woolliams, 2012).

A study carried out on the fifty most
popular breeds of dog in the UK lists
over 300 inherited diseases (Summers

et al., 2010). In an attempt to reduce the
risk of inherited disease, some breeders
have mated two different breeds together,
with the resulting offspring often proving
very popular. Poodle crosses, for example,
are more popular than the Poodle itself
(Harrison, 2011). However, these so-
called designer crossbreeds are also at
risk of disease. A recent study on eye
diseases in Labradoodles revealed that the
prevalence of multifocal retinal dysplasia
(MRD) was greater than in either of the
parent breeds (Oliver & Gould, 2012).

Who is responsible?

Rooney and Sargan (2009) believe that all
stakeholders in pedigree dogs (Figure 1)
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have a role in improving canine health
and welfare. However, it is the veterinary
profession, the Kennel Club and the
breeders who have been the most

highly criticised for failing to fulfil their
responsibilities.

Role of the veterinary
profession

The veterinary profession has been
criticised for playing a part in the decline

of health and welfare in the pedigree dog.

Asher et al. (2009) suggest that advances
in veterinary science allow many defects
to be treated by routine procedures,
thereby reducing the incentive to
eradicate the condition. Bateson (2010)
concurs, citing caesarean sections in
breeds unable to give birth naturally as
an example. In a survey carried out by
Evans & Adams in 2010, over 80% of
respondents owning an English Bulldog,
Boston Terrier or French Bulldog
reported that their bitch had required a
caesarean.

Some sources believe that the veterinary
profession should take an active role

in the improvement of pedigree dog
welfare by educating breeders, collecting
data, supporting initiatives to eradicate
specific conditions and assisting in

the enforcement of relevant legislation

(APGAW, 2009; Bateson, 2010). The
education of potential owners of pedigree
dogs is also important; many may not
choose a puppy from an affected breed
once they are aware of the problems
(Boydell, 2009; cited in Morris, 2009).

Role of the Kennel Club

The Kennel Club has carried out a
review of breed standards, banned the
registration of puppies resulting from
close inbreeding and identified 13 breeds
(Box 2) as being at high risk of health or
welfare issues due to their conformation
(Kennel Club, 2013a). Dogs of these
breeds are required to pass a veterinary
check designed to identify visible
conditions causing pain or discomfort
before they can be awarded Best of
Breed at a show. The Kennel Club is

also promoting its Accredited Breeder
Scheme, and has introduced an online
tool that allows breeders to calculate the
inbreeding co-efficient of progeny before
mating takes place (Kennel Club, 2013b).

Role of breeders

Despite the Kennel Club’s revision of
breed standards in 2009, further revisions
of breed standards are futile without the
support of breed societies. Breed societies
must support any changes in breed
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i Box 2. High profile breeds at risk of
health or welfare issues due to their
conformation (Kennel Club, 2013a)

o Basset Hound

¢ Bloodhound

¢ Bulldog

e Chow Chow

e Clumber Spaniel

e Dogue de Bordeaux
o German Shepherd Dog
o Mastift

o Neapolitan Mastiff
o Pekingese

e Pug

e St. Bernard

o Shar Pei

standards and encourage their members
towards the implementation of healthier
breeding strategies, such as those shown
in Table 1 (Thompson et al., 2010).

Conclusion

Although public awareness of hereditary
disease and inbreeding has increased, the
main cause of pedigree-dog suffering is
the exaggerated breed characteristics that
lead to discomfort, pain and inability to
function normally. While improvements
in pedigree-dog welfare have taken place,
further progress cannot be made until

it is widely recognised that the extreme
morphologies seen in some breeds of dog
are detrimental to health and welfare. It
is neither moral nor ethical to continue
to breed dogs destined to suffer simply
because their appearance is aesthetically
pleasing to some humans.
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