Occlusion of Vision in ' Old English Sheepdogs

Michael W. Fox

The show standards established for
many breeds of dogs have been linked
with a number of genetically related ab-
normalities that can result in unnecessary
suffering. The facial skin folds and short-
ened face of bulldogs, which respective-
ly lead to chronic dermatitis and respira-
tory difficulties, are two dramatic exam-
ples. Likewise, ear-cropping is an ethical-
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ly questionable mutilation that conveys
no benefit upon the dog. Another seri-
ous welfare concern relates to a practice
that is common among dwners of Old
English sheepdogs and other breeds with
long facial hair: allowing the hair to cover
the animal’s eyes. This feature is consid-
ered a desirable show point. It is addition-
ally justified by the widespread belief
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that it is necessary to keep the hair over
the dog’s eyes in order to protect them
from sunlight. In fact, when the hair is
lifted up to expose the eyes to daylight,
a photophobic reaction (blinking, lacrima-
tion, etc.) does occur, which leads the
owner to the erroneous conclusion that
the eyes actually need to be left cover-
ed. However, it is a self-fulfilling prophe-
cy that an animal whose eyes are almost
totally obscured from any contact with
daylight will show photophobia when the
eyes are exposed. This is no reason for
keeping an animal’s eyes permanently
covered. Furthermore, the eyes, since they
are continually being irritated by hair, are
likely to develop chronic conjunctivitis,
which may in turn lead to corneal ulcer-
ation and other ophthalmic problems.
Many owners of Old English sheep-
dogs and other breeds with long facial
hair believe that, since the hair covers
the dog’s eyes, it must be ““natural” or
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serve some beneficial purpose that was
deliberately introduced as a trait through
selective breeding. Such myths need to
be dispelled for the health and welfare
of these breeds. Instead, owners are ad-
vised to either trim the hair away from
their dog’s eyes or tie it up on top of the
animal’s head with a ribbon or elastic
band.

Dogs entered in shows with facial
hair deliberately groomed over the eyes
should be excluded from competition,
since this show standard, in and out of
the ring, places the animal’s welfare in
jeopardy. There is also evidence of drama-
tic temperament changes in sheepdogs
whose visual occlusion has been cor-
rected by cutting the hair away from
their eyes; shy, timid, and unpredictable
dogs suddenly become tractable, respon-
sive and, emotionally stable compan-
ions. Little wonder.
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