Ask A Vet: When is it Time to Say ‘Goodbye’ to a Faithful Friend?
Sunday, January 29, 2012
Dear Dr. Weldy’s,

This comes as a very difficult question for me.  My buddy “Sam” is a
beautiful Labrador Retriever who has been my most loyal companion for
the last 14 years after my wife passed.  We always used to go bird
hunting together. Now we both are arthritic and can’t walk or see very
well so we don’t go hunting anymore. He also can’t hold his urine
anymore so he has accidents in the house. Tell me how I make a decision
about what to do. I don’t want him to suffer but I can’t see myself
without him.  
-Grieving In Goshen

Dear Grieving,

     I am so sorry to hear about your friend “Sam”.  This is one of the most
difficult questions that I am actually asked about quite frequently.  I
made a conscious decision years ago when I was quite young that I would
never stand by to watch an animal suffer.  Hopefully, I can answer your
question both logically and emotionally.  Believe me it is so hard not
to be emotional about this.
     I find myself telling my clients there are three very important
criteria I use when looking at the quality of life of an animal; are
they no longer eating and drinking; are they no longer able to control
their urination and defecation habits (a condition called
incontinence); and are they struggling to even stand because they are
so painful for fear of a pathological fracture should they fall.  Any
one or all these should be looked at when deciding.  Obviously they
need nutrition to sustain life and although we can use intravenous
fluids and total parental nutrition to supply those needs, one has to
know that it is temporary.  Sometimes we need that time to make a
decision so I would never discourage someone for wanting to do this for
their beloved pet.  As far as the incontinent issues, it becomes a
matter of what you can tolerate.  Some owners are more than willing to
supply pee pads and clean carpets, rugs for as long as they have to.
     The other concern becomes what it is doing for the animal’s psyche.  An
animal that has long been used to being potty trained in the house can
feel so ashamed because they know they are not supposed to go in the
house.  It can lead to depression and anxiety issues for the dog and
they might even cower or hide. As for the failing to get up because
they are so arthritic and cry out in pain when rising, then it becomes
a physical issue of being able to help them stand.  If they do stand, 
are they too scared to walk for fear of falling or just use the
bathroom while standing in one spot because they can’t assume the
stance to go to the bathroom?
     This is a very personal issue and I hope you have the kind of
relationship with your veterinarian that they can help you look at
these both logically as well as emotionally. Sometimes the hardest but
the greatest love of all is to say, “You’ve been a great friend, but
you deserve to rest.”

-Dr. Wanda Schmeltz
