Camboro Article  4/20/07

PAAWE
James R. Rummel, VMD

I have been a veterinarian for almost thirty years now and I am amazed at how much new I learn everyday.  (Of course there are those who say I forget an even greater amount each day!)  This new information makes my profession so exciting and full of change.  Some things however stay the same and sometimes these situations are disheartening and even depressing.  I often wish I could change them. With dreaded regularity anymore I find messages on my call board about an owner that would like information on what to do with their dog or cat that has “aggression problems” or “can’t get along with animals and is biting the children”.  People that have gotten a pet to enjoy only to have it turn into a nightmare where their dog has bitten them or someone else.  Sometimes it is even more sad because the pet was actually minding it’s own business and a young child runs up into the dogs face giggling and screaming trying to hug “goggie” and is bitten.  The reality is that almost all of these are preventable.
Did you know that in an average year Erie County has almost 800 people bitten or scratched that require medical attention!  There are 800,000 people reported requiring medical attention from dog bites across the United States each year.  Twelve of those people will die.  Because most animal bites go unreported there is an estimated 4.7 million total exposures!  Did you know that neutered animals are three times less likely to bite!  In 2005 the Insurance Information Institute stated that dog bites costs insurers roughly $317.2 million.  How can we help decrease these terrible numbers?  Is there an organization extending a helping hand?
Actually since we are talking about animals, let’s call it a helping P.A.A.W.E.  And yes, I can spell properly!  Preventing Animal Attacks With Education (PAAWE) is a coalition of public health officials, nurses, the Dept of Agriculture, Hamot Hospital, animal control officers, humane organizations and a couple of veterinarians in Erie County dedicated to getting the word out.  Preventing these accidents must start from the moment we decide that we are getting a pet.
For example, remember that selecting a pet requires more thought than, “What kind of dog is in the latest movie!”  A more important thought might be, “How big is the dog going to be and how big is my living space?”  Two hundred pound St. Bernard’s don’t typically do well in one room utility apartments!  Why was this particular breed developed?  Was it bred to run all day or to fight other dogs or to bark when it hears something?  Know the breed but remember ANY dog or cat can bite if provided with the proper stimulus or provoked.  The sad truth is that most of the bite wound s people receive are from their own animals. Their “best” friend!  And all dogs that bite have not been abused.  Just like some people are hard to get along with, there are some dogs that are just jerks…sorry.
Socialize your pet so it feels at ease around people and other animals.  Under controlled conditions carefully expose your pet to various situations and people.  Do not force interaction or your pet may feel threatened.  Continue to repeat these controlled exposure sessions even as the dog or cat matures.  And never tease your pet so that it growls or becomes aggressive during play.  Never play tug of war!  Train your pet.  Basic commands such as “sit”, “stay”, “no” and “come.”  No one enjoys unruly children and likewise, no one likes untrained and overbearing pets. They can be dangerous.  If you have to repeat your commands to sit when someone comes to your door, your pet is not trained.  Being trained, means listening and responding to your command.  Training is one of the best ways to a bond with your pet.  Use a leash in public areas to control your pet.  If you are thinking of getting a dog and you have children under 4, consider postponing your decision.  Most bites occur in young children.  Keep your pet healthy and up to date on their vaccines.  Exercise your pet!!  
Because children are at the receiving end of the highest percentage of bite wounds it makes since to extend a PAAWE to them as well.  Teach them that dogs are not small people.  They think differently and behave differently than people.  Pets are not Teddy Bears to hug.  Do not run up to dogs or even address a dog without obtaining the owners permission. Never disturb a dog or cat when it is sleeping or with their young.  Stay back and ask!  Don’t run past a dog or yell and scream to get the dogs attention.  Never stare at a dog.  If a dog approaches to sniff, stay still. Stand like a tree.  Teach children that wild animals are just that…wild.  They should be afraid of us and if they are not, they are sick and should be avoided but it should be reported to parents.
As owners we must use some common sense.  Our pets must be under control at all times.  And if we permit things to get out of hand and someone is bitten, we are responsible.  If your dog is not current on their rabies vaccine they will either be quarantined or in some cases euthanized and tested for rabies.  
We will be meeting again soon to finalize curriculum programs for various age groups and will be providing educational materials for physicians, veterinarians and senior citizen centers.  Let’s all do our part to Prevent Animal Attacks With Education! 

