CHAPTER 2 : HEALTH ISSUES
A German Shepherd Dog puppy has quite a lot of growing to accomplish in the first year
of its life. There will be times when you may wonder if your `ugly duckling’ will ever grow
into the beauty you had imagined. Following are some of the most common health
concerns you may be faced with. It is a good idea to thoroughly examine your puppy at
least once a week. This should be done as a relaxed and enjoyable time for both puppy
and you. Massaging and soft voices will help relax your pup. Never try to force your pup
into an examination. If your pup is in play-mode, respect that it may need to run off some
of this exuberance before relaxing for an exam. The more you handle your dog with a
lovingly firm and fair manner, the more biddable your pup will become. Keep in mind, that
the development that occurs in the first twelve MONTHS of your pup's life is equivalent to
the development of a human during the first eighteen YEARS!
TEETH/DENTITION:
It is not unusual for the growing puppy to have periods that the bite is not correct. Baby
teeth can be slow to fall out and can interfere with proper development of the jaw. Molars
can slow the growth of the jaw and even cause a crooked bite to develop. Generally, the
bite will even out especially if you provide plenty of chewing. Safe chew toys like Kongs,
raw-meaty bones, rawhide (only under supervision and hide processed only in the US and
free of harmful chemicals) as well as a host of other chewing toys are on the market.
Choose a variety and rotate access to them. Your veterinarian should be reminded to check
over the teeth at each visit. There are instances when baby teeth should be removed to
make way for proper growth of adult teeth. *Avoid hard bones if your puppy/dog is an
aggressive chewer. Teeth can be broken and cracked on bones and similar. Enamel
thickens slowly on adolescents.
EARS:
Your pup's ears should
be making their way upward by four
months of age. If you have
other dogs or children in your home, you
must
take
special
precautions to protect this pup's ears.
Teething can often bring
the ears down. If your pup's ears drop or
have not come up by four
months of age, check the TEETH!
Teething is the most
common reason for ear troubles. If ears
are not progressing upwards, call us. There are several courses of action one can take.
Ear problems are easier to solve if steps are taken at an early age. Never let weak ears go
longer than five months of age without bracing!
The pink foam curler method of bracing (along with some changes we have made!) is
recommended. This method is out-lined in the book, The German Shepherd Book edited
by Susan Barwig published by Hoflin Publishing Co. although we have made a few
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changes. We coat the curler with Skin Bond (from J B Wholesale Supply Catalog) and
allow to dry several hours. You will need to clean the ear with rubbing alcohol, apple cider
vinegar or witch hazel and allow to dry while you prepare the curler. Remove clasp from
curler and using Skin Bond, coat the curler (again), which has a pencil stuck through the
middle. Allow to become tacky while you brush Skin Bond on the inside of the ear. When
both curler and ear are tacky, hold the pencil and insert the curler into the ear (down to the
first 'knuckle'). Wrap the ear around the curler and remove the pencil. Hold the ear for
several minutes. It can be wise to put a piece of first aid tape around the ear just for added
security. Have something for your dog to do (like a walk or especially yummy snack to eat)
because your dog will act like it has a swarm of bees chasing it. Don't worry, this will fade
and your pup will forget that it has a goofy pink curler sticking out of its ear. Although, you
will have fun explaining this to your neighbors! Obviously, you will need two people to do
this bracing not to mention a healthy supply of patience. (note: with our raw fed pups, we
have not experienced any weak ears.)
Your pup's ears should be checked for dirt, earwax, infection and ear mites each week.
Apple cider vinegar and witch hazel make for good ear tonics.
SKIN/COAT:
The most common cause of skin irritation is fleas! Many times you will see no evidence
of fleas. If the common signs of scratching or self-biting with red inflamed skin (especially
red spots/bumps on the tummy) are present, fleas may be the culprits. We try to use the
safest products available. Bathing or dipping with natural repellents can been successful.
If you need to kill existing fleas on your dog, herbal/botanical based shampoos, dips and
sprays are among the safest insecticides. Do try to stay away from strong chemicals in
your dog's environment. Optimum coat/skin condition gained with a good diet goes a long
way in deterring fleas.
If you do use a flea product, watch for excess scratching and rashes after use. If scratching
increases because of the flea treatment, bathe your dog to remove the flea repellent if it
can be removed and/or contact your veterinarian and be certain the next treatment is with
a repellent that is for sensitive skin. Many flea and tick products are water-resistant. If your
dog should develop a reaction to the application of these products, veterinarian help should
be sought.
Do not allow your vet to prescribe steroids for allergic skin reactions for fleas. Topical
preparations and effective flea control are necessary, instead. Steroids such as prednisone
can be harmful to the growing puppy.
Demodectic mange can be a problem in any breed. A high quality diet with proper
supplements helps puppies through the most trying time of four to eight months of age.
There is also growing speculation that chemicals added to foodstuffs, medications for
heartworm and modified live vaccines, especially when given in combination doses and
more frequently than every three-four weeks, may suppress immune responses and play
a role with Demodectic Mange.
Microscopic mange mites will be found on most dogs (and many humans!). The mange
mite gives off a substance that attacks the pup's immune response. If the pup's immune
system cannot mount an adequate fight, then skin problems occur. Loss of pigment around
the eye, loss of hair near the mouth as well as patches of hair loss on the body is telltale
signs of demodex. Consult your veterinarian for treatment.
Your pup should have a soft, supple coat. Altering the diet and supplementation should be
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considered if the pup does not have the optimum coat. Allergies to food can be considered,
although food intolerance and allergy generally will affect older dogs more frequently than
youngsters. The Natural Life Dog Food Company states in their brochure that they feel that
allergies are caused more by the growth enhancers, antibiotics and chemicals added by
the meat and grain industries than by the kind of ingredients in a food. A natural diet with
fresh, whole foods will help the pup and its immune system as it goes through the physical
stresses of growth.

SKELETAL GROWTH PROBLEMS:
This is an area of considerable importance and much confusion. The Verein fuer Deutsche
Schaeferhunde (SV – the German national breed organization) has collected more than
500,000 hip x-rays over some 4 decades. Many families are represented in this collection.
Together with researchers at various universities, they have developed some interesting
conclusions. A formula has been devised for the breed on the contributors to joint
development. The formula dictating joint development for the German Shepherd Dog is:
heredity as 20%, environment as 75% and the month of whelping as 5% influence. This
does not undermine the role of genetics. In fact, the SV has developed a system of rating
hip production, which has potential to greatly improve hips. Dogs have a rating based on
the production of their family that is then altered once a dog begins to produce enough
progeny to evaluate this dog’s actual production. The ratings are revised quarterly. This
rating will be seen as the ZW number - either side of 100 with a lower number being better
hip production.
Since the genetic role is complex and poly-genic and the environmental influences
are great, there will always be a percentage of affected animals but with education, we can
diminish these numbers through genetic selection and optimum environmental conditions.
If lameness should ever develop, veterinarian care should be sought. One should keep in
mind there can be many causes to lameness. Panosteitis is a `traveling’ lameness that
comes and goes and many times from limb to limb. The long bones will show very dense
areas in X-ray. The dog will eventually out-grow this but episodes can be very painful for
the animal. Diet and injury are considered to play a role in 'panno'. Osteochondrosis
dissecans and hip/elbow dysplasia are well reported in the reprints included herein. (Note:
Our puppy buyers received several reprints of articles on joints.) There are some recent
studies that may prove very beneficial for the future of breeds vulnerable to dysplasia.
These studies are focusing on cartilage repair, the chemistry of joint or synovial fluids and
surrounding connective tissue. Insuring that joint fluids maintain proper enzymes seems to
be associated the joint development. There are substances that help cartilage repair. Some
products such as Vetri-disc, Cosiquin as well as Glyco-flex (derived from a shellfish being
'farmed' in New Zealand; perna canaliculus mussel) may prove beneficial to developing
joints. There are feed companies including these ingredients in their formulas.
Joints in the youngster are largely cartilaginous. The benefit to growth plates and joints
being cartilage is that they are soft and malleable. The pup grows by adding layers of
cartilage with the previous layers of cartilage ossifying into permanent bone. There are also
dangers with soft cartilage since it can be damaged easily. The blood supply is rather scant
to cartilage thus when it is injured, the setting down of new layers is disturbed while the
cartilage tries to repair itself. Once injured, proper joint development can be impaired.
Rough-housing with other dogs, leaping after Frisbees or toys and going up and down
stairs are all environmental factors that stress this layering of cartilage in joints. Joints
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remain vulnerable well up to 18 months of age with large breed puppies.
Hip dysplasia is a developmental condition. There are factors that aid proper growth and
there are factors that interfere with proper growth. One example of a detrimental factor is
rapid growth. Genetic factors control the growth rate as well as environmental causes.
Feeding protein and caloric rates in excess of the dogs’ needs promote rapid growth and
puts added stress of excessive weight on the developing joints. While a pup is growing, it
is especially susceptible to joint trauma. Injury during these growth phases is especially
easy because the hip joint may not be tightly held together. Once damaged, improper
growth occurs that affects the final joint structure.
Osteo-chondrosis dessicans or OCD also affects the developing joint. Once cartilage is
damaged, the chemistry of the bruised or damaged area of cartilage changes. This area
becomes necrotic and as it dies, becomes brittle. A chunk or chunks (joint mouse/mice)
break off and float in the joint. This becomes very painful to the pup and it will limp quite
noticeably. The elbow and stifle joints are prone to this problem. Surgery to remove the
joint mouse will likely be recommended if rest does not ease the discomfort.
There are various spinal conditions that will cause lameness similar to hip dysplasia. These
generally become evident later in life. Older dogs exhibiting lameness are many times
diagnosed improperly as dysplastic. The ONLY way to diagnose dysplasia is through
radiography.
Moderate exercise (non-forced and non-impact), proper diet, intelligent handling and
strong genetics all contribute to proper growth of the skeletal system. You can feel assured
you have the proper weight on your dog if you can see the last two ribs. Lean and wellmuscled are not only what the breed standard calls for, they are indicative of proper
condition.

EXERCISE:
As discussed earlier, a pup's major growth period is during the
first year of life. It is crucial never to force exercise by taking very
long walks, bicycle rides or jogging/running. The pup will regulate
its own `energy expenditure' if given the opportunity to play in a
large area. Confinement in kennels or runs as well as to tie a dog
creates an artificial and frustrating experience for a dog. The dog
will continue pacing and/or jumping out of stress, boredom or the
frustration of seeing activities in the distance that it can not participate in. Children must be
taught to respect the growing puppy's need for moderate playtime and the need for quiet
time. Jumping for toys as well as running up and down stairs must be avoided.
Increased war and tear on joints show up later as dysplasia, degenerative joint diseases
and other skeletal problems.
The best exercise you can have for the first year is strolling with your pup and allowing your
pup to run and romp. Flexi-leashes come in a variety of long lengths and when used wisely
can be a good tool. You can also get clothesline in 30 to 50 feet lengths and tie a knot
every 10 feet. The dog can drag the line and you can step on it before your pup runs off.
Be sure any long line is attached to a buckle collar and not a slip/choke collar. (A word
about slip collars. We use only fur savers when exercising or training and rarely have the
leash attached to the `live' ring. Even for training, we have the dogs on the ‘dead’ ring. Slip
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collars or `choke chains’ can be deadly to your dog if the `live' ring becomes entangled in
something. Breakaway nylon collars are available in many stores and catalogs.)
Retrieving games are great for your pup in amounts that are age-appropriate – always
ending while the dog is still interested in playing and not over-tired. Dogs leap and twist to
catch balls and Frisbees and can damage ligaments/joints. An 8 to 12 inch length of garden
hose (several of them) makes a great retrieving toy. `Booda’ bones, ball-on-a-rope and
rolled burlap ‘sausages’ are good, too. Bouncy balls like racquet and tennis balls are not
recommended.
Once your dog is twelve to eighteen months old you can begin exercising using roadwork
if you wish. A bicycle works well. Build the dog up slowly, exercising every other day for
short periods. Anyone wishing to condition a dog for competition should call us for advice
on a conditioning regimen. If you train your dog in schutzhund, agility or sheepherding, you
are expecting your dog to be an athlete. It needs to be in the peak athletic condition
appropriate for these demands.
A word of caution for puppies joining multiple dog homes: Your puppy will want to
keep up with the other dogs. By doing so, the puppy super-extends muscles and ligaments
making joints vulnerable to injury. More skeletal problems (especially osteochondritis
dissecans) and injuries are seen with pups in multiple dog households. Please watch
entering/exiting through doors since pups get `squashed’ easily by other dogs. Linoleum
and similar floor surfaces are slippery and very dangerous for romping dogs. We also
advise caution when allowing your pup to play with friends' dogs. Uncontrolled playing and
running have been the cause of many injuries even when the dog is as old as 12 to 18
months old. Damage/trauma to joint cartilage or growth plates caused by roughhousing
with other dogs is to be taken seriously and will show up as dysplasia and/or arthritis in
time!!

If you get the impression, we are very concerned with environmental factors and growth,
you are correct! Over the years, we have noted a correlation between the two in our dogs
as well as the many puppies we have come to know with training activities and through
other breeders. We want to share our experience with you and spare you unnecessary
problems and heartache.

VETERINARIAN CARE and VACCINES:

If you are unfamiliar with killed versus modified live vaccines,
the following summary should clarify the differences. Modified live vaccines are live virus
particles that have been altered so they should not actually cause the disease when
injected into the animal. Since they are `live', the particles continue to replicate inside the
dog thus stimulating the immune system to produce antibodies to fight these `invaders'.
Modified live vaccines generally work faster and longer in protecting the dog against a real
exposure to the virus. Killed vaccines are made by killing the real virus. Once injected, the
immune system winds up killing off the invaders but since the vaccine is killed, the virus
particles do not replicate. It is generally accepted that the immune response is not as quick
or long lasting with killed vaccines. The negative side to vaccines is that they can produce
allergic reactions to the injection and modified live vaccines may possibly suppress the
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immune responses in the still-developing immune system of a puppy. Much research is ongoing in this field and we are learning valuable information continually.
There are an increasing number of breeders that recommend only killed vaccines for their
dogs but these are becoming scarce. There are many veterinarians who are concerned
with the role that modified live vaccines may play with the increase of autoimmune
disorders among the dog population. Dr.Jean Dodds has published many studies on this
subject. She is a well-respected veterinarian and has been director of HEMOPET, a
national blood bank for animals. She states, "Auto-immune diseases result when the body
reacts against parts of itself due to alterations in the normal functioning of the immune
system.... Auto-immune diseases result from the sum of genetic and environmental factors
that over-ride normal self-tolerance...vaccinations given too soon or too frequently (less
than 10 days apart) can suppress the puppy's immune system." (Taken from an article in
the POODLE REVIEW). We do advise caution with over-zealous vaccination schedules.
We have used a variety of vaccines over the years. We stay away from combination
modified-live vaccines in the young puppy and do not vaccinate closer than 3-4 weeks
apart. We exercise extreme caution with cleanliness as well as wisdom when socializing
puppies at and away our home.
We have our vet give the Rabies shot separately-never with other vaccinations! Other
breeders have reported reactions with Rabies vaccinations of large welts and permanent
hair loss at the site of the injection. We have not had this problem and wish to avoid it. We
prefer to wait until all other puppy vaccinations are finished before we give the Rabies shot.
Generally, that means 5 months of age or later.
The 1998 American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) national convention finally
addressed the issue of vaccinations and there is now agreement that protection from
vaccinations extends beyond the one-year period that has been practiced. All university
veterinarian schools have changed their recommendations for boosters as well. Cornell,
Wisconsin and Colorado State have taken the lead with these changes. Many researchers
and homeopathic veterinarians have accepted this knowledge for some time but the AVMA
has been reluctant to agree to this. I hope we will see changes in the accepted vaccination
protocol. Research has proven that protection endures much longer than one year for most
diseases.
There are other methods of building immunity in dogs using nosodes and herbs that
breeders and veterinarians have been using very successfully for years. The notion that
you are doing something healthful for your puppy and dog by giving vaccinations needs to
be re-thought. Vaccines are very powerful. They are instrumental in preventing disease but
can also have detrimental effects on health and the immune system. If you are interested
in this subject, look at the chapter on books, magazines, web sites and videos for more
reading materials.
HEARTWORM PREVENTION
Many areas of the U.S. are now troubled with heartworm. The commonly used once-amonth medications like Interceptor and Heartguard are protective when used at 6 weekly
intervals. The manufacturers are aware of this and made a judgment call for us thinking it
easier to remember monthly medication. We do not maintain our dogs on heartworm
prevention all year. We test our dogs in spring and give prevention at 6 weekly intervals.
As soon as there is a killing frost and we see no mosquitoes, we discontinue treatments.
Consult your veterinarian for the best protocol for your area.
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BLOAT/TORSION
Anyone who has had a dog with bloat/torsion will have vivid memories of the horror and
pain their dog experienced. Feed your adult dog two smaller meals each day. We never
feed more than two cups of kibbled dog food at any one meal. Kibble has the tendency to
swell up when it absorbs water. If you put a few pieces of dog food in water, you will see
just how much that food will swell. Soaking the food before you feed your dog can alleviate
this swelling happening inside your dog. If you have a dog who gulps its meal (kibbled or
raw food), feed smaller meals more frequently. Dogs should be calm for a half-hour before
and two hours after every meal.
IMMEDIATE veterinarian care is needed if you ever suspect bloat. A dog that is trying to
vomit continuously with nothing but frothy saliva resulting should be suspected of bloat.
Don't confuse this with yellow bile that dogs sometimes vomit, especially if their stomachs
are empty. If veterinarian care is not immediately available, inserting a catheter/feeding
tube into the dog's mouth and down the throat into the stomach can relieve gas. We know
of people having breeds with this problem that carry catheters with them just in case of
bloat/torsion. If the stomach has already twisted, this will not help and surgery will be
necessary. Time is of the essence!
There have been excellent results dealing with gas and bloat with homeopathic
preparations. A readily available remedy is made by Nova called Bloating Complex and is
available from most health food stores. It is for people and dogs! This can be used in the
early phases of bloating when given 15-20 drops every 2-3 minutes and increasing to 1015 minutes until stabilized. This can be administered while on the way to your vet. Again,
if the stomach has twisted (torsion), the problem is much more serious and surgery will
likely be required.
There are acupressure points that can also be stimulated while on your way to the
veterinarian.
Consult
these
websites
for
further
information:
http://www.yourholisticdog.com/canine-acupressure-first-aid/
http://www.animalacupressure.com/Page.aspx?ID=347
http://www.cfgdr.org/bloat.html

BATHING/GROOMING
Your dog will require brushing a couple times a week. The coat of a
German Shepherd Dog sheds dirt easily and bathing more than once
a month increases the chance of creating a dry skin and coat. Most
dogs that are in optimum health will rarely need bathing. When you do
bath your dog, use an appropriate dog shampoo. For general
cleansing, a gentle shampoo with moisturizers is all that is needed. If
you suspect dry skin, you can try colloidal oatmeal-based shampoos
or shampoos with Jojoba or Tea-tree essence. Aveeno bath treatments (or similar colloidal
oatmeal) and Sweet Almond Oil can be added to a regular dog shampoo with excellent
results. Medicated shampoos may irritate the skin rather than soothe it.
Dilute the shampoo with water in an empty dishwashing detergent bottle. Thoroughly spray
the dog with comfortably warm water and squirt the diluted shampoo on the dog. After
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working the shampoo into lather, thoroughly rinse the dog. Do not under-estimate the
amount of rinsing the dog needs especially to the underside, chest and thick hair on the
hind legs! Residual shampoo will cause irritation to the skin and create a dull coat.
The German Shepherd Dog has a tight tail set which requires cleansing periodically
especially as the dog ages. Perianal fistulas are infections and scabby areas around the
tail and anal area. These can be quite resistant to treatment. One can avoid the
development of these fistulas by cleaning the area and rinsing adequately. A dilute solution
of Listerine Mouth wash and water (50/50) is effective in keeping this area clean, too. This
should be done weekly in older dogs. Many people have found the application of human
baby diaper rash ointments like Boudreaux’s Butt Paste help considerably.
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