Ask A Vet: Short Snouts Complicate a Dog’s Life
Sunday, March 17, 2013
Dear Dr. Weldy’s,  
     My 4 year old Boston Terrier seems to have a difficult time breathing when he is excited or exercising.  It seems to be getting worse as he gets older.  Is this normal?
Concerned Reader
Dear Reader,
     It sounds like your dog is experiencing a common problem associated with short-nosed or “brachycephalic” dog breeds.  Brachycephalic refers to breeds such as Bulldogs, Boxers, Boston Terriers, Pugs, Pekingese, and Shih-Tzus.  As an owner of one of these breeds it is important to understand what is different about your dog.  They have all been bred to possess a certain appearance, but in the process some important parts of their respiratory tract have been changed.  These changes can cause an increased effort to breathe along with a lot of loud breathing sounds.  In general this is known as Brachycephalic Syndrome.  Extra small nostrils, an enlarged soft palate, and a very narrow trachea or windpipe are the primary differences associated with this syndrome.  It is important to have these things identified by your veterinarian early on because they can become worse with age.  In many instances, minor surgery can be performed to correct these problems and greatly improve the dog’s ability to breathe.  Keeping your brachycephalic dog at a healthy weight is a very good way to minimize these issues before they become severe.  Also, take special precaution during hot weather, as these dogs are much more likely to suffer heat stroke because they cant pant as efficiently.
     Along with their breathing issues, there are some other unique health issues associated with these breeds.  Extremely shallow eye sockets result in a very exposed eyeball.  This can result in frequent eye injuries and chronic dryness or irritation of the eye.  Occasionally we even see these dogs proptose or “pop” their eyes out of socket.  Facial skin folds under the eyes can also cause problems.  These areas create a moist environment where bacteria and yeast can overgrow and nasty infections can ensue.  Keeping them clean and as dry as possible is an important aspect of maintaining these pet’s health.  Oral care is especially important.  Brachycephalic dogs have 42 teeth just like most dogs. However, they have a much smaller space to fit them into.  Because of this their teeth are often poorly spaced are nearly stacked on top of another.  Food particles and eventually tartar and calculus builds quickly and makes for severe periodontal disease at a much earlier age than most dogs.  Regular dental care is therefore important to start early on in the dog’s life.
     Brachycephalic breeds offer more than just a unique appearance.  They typically have wonderfully entertaining personalities and are very intelligent.  Overall, they make great pets as long as you pay attention to some of their specific health needs.
-Dr. Justin Sellon
