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A Helping P.A.A.W. E.

 

When looking at the numbers that statistician’s bombard us with every day, I often think of the old cliché; “You can make the numbers say just about anything you want!"   Well, I have some numbers that speak pretty much for themselves and they say a lot!  How about 935?  That is the number of reported human animal bite exposures as recorded by the Erie County Health Department in 2008, (imagine how many aren't reported!).  Since I write mainly about the dogs and cats in our lives, I won't mention the 228 bat exposures or the numerous raccoon, horse or even the coyote bites that were part of the report.  Just the 670 dog and cat bite exposures, that's all.  That's certainly enough for Erie County.   Now multiply that for every county across the nation and you can begin to see the magnitude and the number of people's lives that are affected!   Many of our first thoughts when we hear about dog and cat bites  are about our own experiences as children being bitten or having a close encounter of the fear kind when the neighbor's dog or even our own pet tried to educate us about how we should interact with them.   Some of us carry physical and emotional scars surrounding the event(s).  However, in Erie County,  the fact is that only about 30% of the total human bite exposures in the report are in children under fifteen (split almost evenly between  the three five year intervals).   That means that 70% occur in people of an age that "should know better."  That's not really a fair thing to say, (sorry), because there are often extenuating circumstances and then there is the other fact that … most people really don't know “better."   Well let's talk about some of the circumstances that lead to animal bites and see if we can help drop that number!

 

First we must understand a few things.  Remember one of Dr. Jim's favorite axioms?  "A dog is not a small person and a cat is not a small dog.  We are different species, created differently, with different metabolisms and different behaviors!"  (please repeat until memorized!)  Let me say it differently so that I am clear.  Dogs do not think like people.  Cats do not think like dogs.   Cutting through the political correctness, animal rights versus animal welfare, etc., the fact is that dogs were domesticated to serve man.  I'm sorry, that's it!  Certain dogs were selected for certain "jobs" because they had the correct physical traits desired and exhibited the "proper" behavior.  These animals with these specific physical and behavior traits were then bred for hundreds of years, (and for some breeds even longer), to further refine these specific traits and behavior for the purpose for which they were selected. 
 Why is this important?  Those purposes most often were related to protecting property, protecting the flock, killing anything that wasn't supposed to be there, such as a coyote, wolf or smuggler (yes, that's a human).  Some were bred to fight in battle, (again, kill humans).  Some were bred to hunt for wildlife, to help find food.  Some were bred to find lost things like sheep or slaves (there's that human thing again).  Even small breeds such as terriers were selected to be able to get into small places and kill things, such as rats, which were often almost their size.  They needed to be quick, smart and very aggressive.   I think you can see where I going with this.  Though I am certainly not suggesting that all modern day dogs are killers, I am saying that many of their ancestors were selected for their aggressive tendencies and only the fine line of training separated friend from foe.  Certain situations can trigger instinctual responses so it is important to know animal behavior so that you do not create or place yourself into situations that could result in a bite and serious injury.  And when know what is right we can share with others.    

 

After making the point about the differences between animals and human I must admit, behavior surrounding some things, like property or territory, is pretty much universal.  When was the last time you walked up to a stranger's house, opened the door, walked directly up to the gentleman standing in kitchen and gave him a good ol’ friendly slap on the back?  What would expect his reactions to be?  Hopefully there wouldn't be a knife close by…!  Common sense tells us he might react in a defensive manner!   Yet, time after time, we see an adult confidently stride directly up to a strange (cute) dog that is being walked, tower over it and stick their hand out to pet it without ever “knocking on the door” and asking if they can “enter.”   Common sense?  Not always.  
Asking the owner for permission to approach and touch their pet gives them the chance to get their pet under control, give you special instruction, warn you if necessary or to decline your request.  It is their pet, not yours.  Respect that and teach your children to respect basic courtesy involving other humans and pets.  The owner may not want you to interfere with their private time with their pet or the pet may be in training or may not be ready to interact as the owner would like.  Learn about and take notice of the dog’s body language.  Do not approach animals that seem agitated or overly excited.  Do not reach over a fence or enter into their territory (tethered animals at a dog box) without the owner present and even then make sure the animal is under effective control.  Do not ever reach and try to take something from a strange animal.  Let the owner instruct you on the proper commands before starting to play with their pet.  Over 36% of human bite exposures are from protecting turf or food, touching the animal or other forms of provocation.
Something else that 3% of the people bitten learned, don’t surprise a dog or wake it suddenly.  That surprise or disorientation can be redirected at the closest object, which is you, before recognition can occur.  My sister and I were just reminiscing this past weekend about how when we were young; we sadistically enjoyed waking our younger brother up suddenly from a deep sleep and watching his crazy antics.  We were lucky though, he never tried to bite us!

When we are in a bad mood, (like after being woken up suddenly, from a deep sleep, by your older brother and sister) or when we just don’t feel well we usually communicate through body language, how we look and by what we say.  If we are paying attention, our pets will also let us know when they aren’t up to snuff.   When our pet’s appetite, bowel habits and behavior change, they are trying to tell us something is wrong.  My back knows when the weather is changing and so does your dog’s arthritic hips.  Pain and illness can cause them to be grumpy and cause them to snap.  Sharp pain from injury can also cause a normally mellow pet to lash out or bite.  And never try to break up a dog fight with your bare hands.  40 people were bitten in Erie County last year doing just that.
In general, animals may bite when they are protecting something or are placed into positions were they are afraid or forced to do something in which they are not accustomed.  Rough play, tug-of-war, humans yelling or fighting can trigger unwanted pet responses.  Even children running, kicking, jumping and playing can initiate bites especially by certain breeds.  There is so much to know.
What is really neat is that there is an organization in Erie County that is made up of concerned groups and individuals ranging from State Dog Wardens, the Northwest PA Humane Society, Dog Parks, Animal Rescue Groups, veterinarians (Dr. Christine Nestor, Dr. Karen Martin and myself), public health officials, nurses, educators and many others that are taking the message to the public about safety around our pets. The group, Preventing Animal Attacks With Education, has distributed information to all the school districts in Erie County and is dedicated to reducing the number of human bite exposures  by extending a helping P.A.A.W.E. .  We’ll talk more next time about ways to prevent animal attacks.
