BEFORE BUYING A PUPPY OR OLDER DOG

I do not know you personally so I am uncertain about your family lifestyle or what you require from a dog so I will try to cover as many items that could be of general interest. 

Do you have children , both work or have other animals? If so you must be extremely busy, and do you have the time to adapt a dog into your lifestyle, it can be very hard work! Potty training and house training at the same time CAN be a nightmare. Another point to consider is, puppies will start off needing 4 to 5 meals per day which all take time to prepare. The pup will need to 'go' after meals/drinks, first thing in the morning, last thing at night and whenever it has woken up from a sleep (however short)! Accidents can and still do occur but there are excellent stain and odour removers on the market that I would be happy to recommend. I have had the occasions to try and test them for myself! See also the 'cage' or 'crate' training method as outlined in 'YOUR NEW PUPPY' However, this may be easier than trying to adapt an older dog, who may be set in his/her ways to fit in with your particular household.

I used to work full time myself, but always managed to get home at lunch time for the dogs. Occasionally, if one of the dogs was poorly (diarrhoea) I spent most of the time clearing up - this is not fun if you have had a busy or 'trying' morning.

Remember that if a puppy or dog is left all day it can not have all the correct socialisation and proper care/feeding etc., so an older dog is probably more viable. However, you only have to speak to dogs homes and rescue centres to find out that it is the owner being away for long periods that has caused  problems in behaviour and anxiety in dogs.  I have worked full time myself in the past, but now do not work, and I must admit that my dogs are happier as a result. It is true that some breeds of dog adapt quickly (some just sleep all day) and the quality of time that you spend with your dog is the most important consideration. I do think that the day should be broken up by a neighbour, friend or family member to walk the dog and give it some attention. This is particularly important so the dog does not develop a urinary problem such as cystitis through not being able to 'go'.
If you live in a flat may have neighbours above and below you which could be difficult if the new pup was barking a lot. Balconies and roof terraces are dangerous places. Please ensure that the puppy cannot fall from or squeeze through railings or fencing - puppies and dogs are curious by nature and this could lead to an accident if this area is not COMPLETELY and SECURELY fenced.

If you have young children visiting or playing in the garden and your dog is not used to them you will have to be careful as a dog will see the garden as his/her territory and will guard it - sometimes with the obvious results that is all too frequently reported in the national press (bites & nips etc.) Invite the children round to meet your puppy or dog and explain to them that the dog will not understand if they 'invade' his/her territory. The Dangerous Dogs Act applies to all breeds of dogs and you may find yourselves with severe problems if the dog unfortunately nips a child - even if it was being protective towards your own property.

Before getting a dog I would recommend that you speak to your doctor if you or any of your family have asthma/ezcema/allergies and see what he/she says. Do you have friends that own dogs that cause you problems when you visit? 

If you are planning to start a family or have a baby on the way the common feeling is that it would be lovely for dog and child to 'grow up' together. Dogs grow and develop much more quickly than children, so the often heard saying 'we want the dog and child to grow up together' is not really true. Some dogs have extremely 'bouncy' puppyhoods, such as Boxers; and they may well knock over a toddler in play- especially as toddlers are unsteady on their feet. Children around 2 years old are apt to tease dogs and little fingers are sometimes known for giving the odd poke. Personally I do not feel that young children should be left alone with ANY breed of dog. Dogs can easily misinterpret situations, a 'game' to a child may seem like a threat to a dog. Puppies do tire quickly so children must learn to respect this and leave him/her to sleep - tell them a puppy is not like having a toy. Also remember that puppies have VERY sharp teeth!

The considered 'ideal' time to introduce a puppy is when the child has started nursery school so that you have more time to training and socialising the puppy. Had you thought about the effects of having to 'house train' and be constantly changing the nappies at the same time? If you had given constant attention to the dog and suddenly a baby comes along that the dog will see as 'competition' for your love - you may have problems with the dog being very jealous.

Please also remember that a young puppy cannot be taken for walks until it has completed its course of inoculations, and exercise will need to be built up gradually and steadily. Long walks should not start until the puppy is older and you should be advised of the time scale by breeders.  It is often over exercising from an early age that can aggravate structural defects, which can lead to crippling problems. In my own breed (Dachshunds) you should not even start road walking for any distance until the pup is 6 months old - so DO CHECK with the breed advisors and the breeder of your new pup how much exercise and how often! 

Cats can be extremely territorial and may not welcome a new 'arrival' in the family. 

Does everyone in your family want a dog - and like the same breed? Can you learn to live with the dog hair? How would you feel about your children playing with a slobbery dog on the floor? Is one person more likely to look after the dog than anyone else - are they prepared to do it?!! 

Please ensure your garden is SECURELY FENCED BEFORE you get your puppy, they are curious by nature and apt to wander off. Not all your neighbours may appreciate a visit! Unfortunately these days not all people like dogs and if yours is a nuisance it may lead to problems with your neighbours.

If you have a very large garden this may prove expensive if all the sides are not securely fenced. If you live in a village, and have fields and woods nearby they is also the possibility of farm animals grazing. If your dog is allowed to roam free and is found to be 'worrying' sheep, then the farmer is legally entitled to do something about it - often with tragic results. 

If you are leaving your puppy for any periods of time alone, for example the occasional whole day when you should get a 'dog sitter'. A member of your family, neighbour or choose a reputable firm of professional dog sitters which advertise in DOGS TODAY. Dogs of ANY breed can become noisy and destructive if they are bored or lonely. You may have complaints from the neighbours if there is excessive barking. For the shorter periods leave a radio on quietly for 'company' noise and leave suitable toys for the dog to amuse itself with.

Some people think that having two dogs together would be company for each other. This CAN work well, but two are more difficult to housetrain; I know this from personal experience. Two can get up to 'double the trouble' in mischief making, chewing, etc. I think you should think VERY carefully before getting two. I also find that one of each sex together generally gets on better than say- two bitches or two dogs. If you decided on one of each then one would have to be castrated or spayed, think of the expense.

Think of all the additional costs, for example, actually buying the pup; Vets fees, feeding costs, pet insurance, plus if you go away on holiday you will also have kennelling costs to consider. Average costs of a two week stay in boarding kennels is 100.00. Puppy vaccinations are about 35.00 and you will have to worm 3 or 4 times a year.

If you were thinking of breeding from your pet I would sincerely ask you to think again. Firstly there are plenty of unwanted dogs in the British Isles and even if you decided on only one litter you could end up with 8 or more puppies to find homes for. The costs of breeding and rearing a litter are considerable, and that is if all goes well. If you have problems at whelping time (giving birth) you could lose the bitch and pups if you are not vigilant. You must be prepared to sit up all night or over several nights with her at this time.

If you are extremely unfortunate and lose your bitch you will have to raise all the pups by hand- feeds by dropper every TWO HOURS, and they do not always survive. Vets' fees can be enormous, especially if she decides to whelp at 4.30 on a Sunday morning and needs a caesarean; I have personal experience of this. You DO NOT make any money out of it if you do it properly. At best you can hope to break even. With the larger breeds be prepared to have your bitch 'Hip scored' for Hip Dysplasia, which all responsible breeders do. If your bitch has a below average hip score for the breed she must not be bred from (puppies will inherit the condition), the lower the score the better. The stud dog you choose must also have a good hip score. I suggest you buy the book "The Book of The Bitch' by J.M. Evans & Kay White, published by Henston and read it from cover to cover before you decide whether to breed or not! I am trying to be as honest as possible about breeding- it's not just cute snugly puppies and a caring mum. Some bitches do not like the pups and can attack and sometimes eat them; I have not had this experience, but it does happen. If you would like to chat further about breeding give me a call - but PLEASE read the book!

A recent innovation by the Guide Dogs For The Blind Association is to have produced a series of very informative videos based on the work of their own breeding centres in the planning and whelping of guide dog puppies. I would suggest if you are definite about breeding to buy two - 1. Whelping and 2. Mating, this should cover most of the areas breeders are interested in. There are further titles in this series 'Artificial Insemination', 'Ultrasound', 'Semen Evaluation', 'Cytology', 'Spaying' and 'Castration'. They can be purchased from:- DBI Communication, Freepost CV 3281 Warwick, CV34 5BR. Half of the profits are donated to Guide Dogs For The Blind. 

Another book I have purchased, which is quite excellent is; 'The Technique of Breeding Better Dogs' by Dr. Dieter Fleig and published by Ringpress. This book describes breeding in clear English with excellent photographs and costs about £20.00. (A must for both serious and novice dog breeder).

If you are thinking of 'rescuing' an older dog from a rescue organisation. It is most

important to find out the complete background and history of the dog. Some dogs are not wanted through no fault of their own (death of owner, etc.), some may have behavioural problems that the previous owner could not cope with. For example destructiveness, excessive barking or bad temperament. If buying an older dog that has lived in kennels you will still have the problem of house training, and it will take longer to achieve satisfactory results. 

If you want an older dog I would advise buying from a responsible breeder whose dogs live in the home and are used to children and cats. It may be extremely difficult to obtain such a dog, but sometimes a dog that has not turned out to be a good 'show dog' may be available. It would also be worth contacting the breed rescue organisation for the breed you are interested in. I have lists of all breed rescue organisations throughout Britain and would be happy to advise you of names and contact numbers if required. 

It would be helpful for you if the breeder could supply you with a list of commands that the dog is used to obeying: i.e. Sit, Be Clean, Get Down etc. and tells you the tone of voice they use. When a dog is placed in a new home, it can be confused for as long as two to three weeks until he/she is completely settled - some do adapt much more quickly, but it really depends on each individual dog's attitude and temperament . Find out the diet (and get a diet sheet) that the dog is used to and at what times it is fed. It would also be useful to find out at what times the dog is exercised so that; as far as possible, you can stick to the routine it has been used to. Try to find out at what times of the day the dog goes out to be 'clean' - particularly taking note of the last time it is let out in the evening - so that accidents in the night can hopefully be avoided. A piece of bedding or the dog's old basket/cage/ collar and lead/ toys etc. would also be very useful. Once the dog is settled you can change the routine gradually to suit your own requirements. It is also advisable to keep the dog's name the same - so that it does not become even more confused. Find out when the dog has been wormed and vaccinated, and if the dog has had any particular health problems - and get the old vaccination record, and worming certificate if the breeder has one.

The National Canine Defence League offers a 'fostering' scheme for older dogs (some with long term medical conditions) over the age of 10, which are often difficult to home. If potential owners are put off by the thought of veterinary bills, which would stop them from choosing one of the older dogs, then this scheme could be the answer. By fostering one of these dogs, the new owner is gaining a well mannered, loving and faithful companion and the NCDL will meet all the veterinary costs and will not require a donation. NCDL would also benefit as these older dogs are often long term boarders, new homes would mean additional kennel space for other dogs. The charity will not destroy any healthy dog. For people that feel that 10-15 years commitment is not viable for a younger dog or that the cost of having an older dog is too great, then the fostering scheme makes a great deal of sense. If you are interested in fostering you can the NCDL Head Office on 0171 837 0006 for details and your nearest centre. 

The Guide Dogs For The Blind Association sometimes have older puppies for sale, that have gone through a course of training but did not make the exacting standards required for a dog that has to lead a blind or partially sighted person. The breeds usually trained for this work are Labrador Retrievers, Golden Retrievers and sometimes German Shepherd Dogs. For more information please telephone 01753 555711 for your nearest kennel. You may like the idea of 'puppy walking' - but you will only have the dog for a short period before it goes onto more advanced training - if interested ask for details.

If you had problems with any of the dogs you owned previously, was this due to lack of time or business commitments which meant you could not socialise your puppy properly? You must be prepared to put in the time and training required to have a well mannered and good tempered pet. 

I am not trying to be negative about dog ownership but feel that I must point out things that you may have overlooked. I would also recommend that you do not buy a dog at Christmas time, all the extra excitement and visitors are not helpful to puppy training! Also if you are contemplating a house move in the near future I would personally wait until that was over. Probably the most important thing is NEVER buy a puppy or dog as a surprise present or on impulse - you may regret it later as the dog becomes larger or more active or requires more grooming than you expected.
Once you have decided on the breed for you - talk to as many people that actually own the breed as you can about them. Read textbooks specifically on the breed. Visit dog shows and talk to breeders and exhibitors, you can find out the shows in your area by obtaining the newspapers "Dog World" or "Our Dogs" from newsagents. Watch how the dogs behave in and out of the ring - then make up your own mind - DO NOT BE SWAYED BY PEOPLE WHO MAY BE BIASED!!!

It is important for you to realise that I can only give you my personal opinion and that it is impossible to be 'expert' in all breeds. I would recommend that for any of the breeds you are considering that you contact the ‘DOGS TODAY’ breed advisors for their opinions. This magazine is widely available from newsagents.
One last point to remember is ALWAYS to buy from a responsible breeder. Please don't go to pet shops or trade places that offer a number of breeds for sale. There is a national charity called PRO DOGS that has a 'Better British Breeder' scheme. The breeders that take part in this scheme offer help and advice when you get your puppy/dog, give diet sheets, worming certificates and pedigrees etc. They also offer an 'after sales service' so that if you have any problems you can always go back to them for advice. When you buy a puppy/dog from a Better British Breeder you are asked to sign a declaration that it is your intention to keep that puppy for life. If for any reason you can no longer keep it, then the breeder will take it back at any stage of it's life. For details of Better British Breeders in your chosen breed you can contact PRO DOGS on 01732 848499.

Some general points to note on buying puppies are:-

1. Note the surroundings in which the puppies are kept - are they clean.

2. Visit the puppy on more than one occasion.

3. Be prepared to go on a waiting list if no puppies are available at the time of asking.

4. Ask to see the puppy's pedigree before you buy.

5. If the pups are advertised as Kennel Club Registered - check the Registration Papers -

    ensure that the breeder's name is on the certificate.

6. You should expect to have to answer a lot of questions if you are buying from a

    responsible breeder - if they don't seem bothered BEWARE!

7. Always see the pups with the mother - do not be fobbed off.

I do hope that my suggestions are of some help to you. However, if you require any more details or further information please feel free to contact me at any time; by email.

