Pregnancy and Your Dog
Gusher … January 2007

        Q. My Cocker Spaniel recently went through her first heat

        cycle.  I would like to eventually have her bred.  What

        pointers do you have and how might I go about caring for the

        puppies?

        A. This is a very complex subject and numerous good books

        devoted entirely to breeding may be found at the local

        bookstore or library.  I will, however touch on what I

        consider to be some important aspects.

             To begin with, you were wise to not breed her on her

        first estrus or "heat" cycle.  At this stage in her life she

        is still a puppy and her body is not through growing.  To

        become pregnant this early may precipitate a number of

        problems, including bone and joint abnormalities and dystocia

        (difficult birth).

             Anytime after the first estrus it is acceptable to breed.

        There are, however, a few considerations to be addressed prior

        to this step.  First, are her vaccinations current?  She

        should be vaccinated prior to breeding and close enough to the

        event that her immunity will be high through the pregnancy and

        weaning.  She should be tested for heartworms and intestinal 

        parasites as well.

             Another consideration is the male.  Is he of even

        temperament?  How big is he relative to the female?  A big

        male often leads to big pups and dystocias.  Does he have any

        undesirable traits, either mental or physical, that may be 

        passed on?  Is he related to the female?  Inbreeding may

        result in stillbirths and embryonic deaths and an increase in

        the number of undesirable traits through genetic enhancement

        of those traits.  Some say that two generations removed is sufficient, 

but my preference is to not breed if you know that the sire (the              father)and dam (the mother) are even remotely related.  Also try to find out if there are any problems with their parents.

             I am sure you care deeply for your own pet but if she has

        any genetic defects such as an underbite or overbite, any

        hernias, or poor conformation, she should not be used for

        breeding purposes. It is advisable to have both sire and dam tested

        for Brucella canis, an infectious venereal disease of dogs

        that may cause (among other things) abortions in the dam and

        sterility in the sire.

             There are many formulas for successful breeding but the

        one I find the most useful is to breed on days five, seven,

        and nine of the heat cycle.  The female will take about a week

        from the onset of signs of estrus to be in "full bloom" where

        she will remain for about a week.  After that it will take

        about a week to subside.

             The onset of estrus averages from seven to nine months,

        with a range of six to eighteen months of age.  The interval

        between heats ranges from four to eighteen months with an

        average of six months.

             Dogs do not go through menopause as do humans but the 

        litters do become smaller.  The gestation period averages

        sixty-three to sixty-five days and the next heat usually

        occurs about four months after the litter is born.  The pups

        are weaned at about five to six weeks of age.

             During pregnancy, if she is on a good quality diet 

        the dam usually does not need to be on any type of supplement.  

It is a good idea to have her examined periodically to make sure

she still appears healthy.  If there are any problems your 

veterinarian can prescribe a diet or supplement specific for the present condition.

             About two weeks prior to whelping, separating her from

        other dogs in the environment may help to lessen the anxiety

        so that delivery may proceed with less difficulty.  Signs of

        impending parturition include pacing, whining and bed-making

        efforts.  While it is a good idea to prepare a whelping crate

        or bed for her don't be surprised if your dog selects her own

        spot to deliver her bundles--often a location we would rather

        she not soil.  More than a few litters have been born on the

        master's bed.

             A frequent question is, "How do I know when to call for

        help?".  If the momma-to-be is in true labor (characterized by

        straining) for more than two or three hours without a pup

        there may be problems.  Usually the first pup will come within

        the first hour and each successive one will be about ten to

        thirty minutes apart.  Do not wait for more than two hours

        between pups to seek help.  The puppies normally come out either 

        head or tail first and each usually comes "gift-wrapped" in its 

        own placenta.

             When the puppy comes out, the momma will usually remove

        the placenta and stimulate it to breathe.  If she seems slow

        you may help out by gently tearing the sack from over the

        mouth and nose and withdrawing the fluid from the mouth

        and nostrils with a bulb syringe. If the afterbirth remains 

        intact you may tie it off with sewing thread about a half inch 

        from the body and cut the cord with scissors on the side of the 

        thread that is away from the puppy.  Now that you have a litter of 

        healthy puppies have fun.  The next six weeks are going to be

        interesting.

             One thing we might mention at this point is pseudocyesis,

        or false pregnancy.  With this condition, weight gain and

        enlargement of the mammary glands is often noticed.  The

        hopeful momma will even go through the bed-making routine.  A

        couple of major differences exist, however, between this and

        the "real thing".  With pseudocyesis the so-called gestation

        period, or the time from her last heat until the bed-making,

        is an abbreviated six to eight weeks.  The most striking

        difference to me, though, is her "adoption" of a surrogate

        baby.  I have witnessed these dogs "fall in love" with

        everything from a live animal, such as another animals puppy

        or even a kitten, to (more commonly) inanimate objects, such

        as bedroom slippers, a ball or a toy.  Unless she has become 

        dangerously aggressive at this stage the best way to deal 

        with it is to just let nature take its course.  This, too, 

        shall pass.

