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EXErcise
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BY HSIN-YI COHEN

| here are tew th more enjoyable than

watching your dog run free, with ears flapping

in the wind, tongue hanging out and tail
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reserve, olr-ieash €xercise areas can bring better
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quality of life to many canines, especially those

cooped up o1 %a.‘u alone ror most ot Lh(.' aay.

You might think that off-leash areas are simply safe
places for dogs to stretch their legs. However, particularly for
young dogs, they provide opportunities to meet playmates
and socialise with other dogs of different breeds and sizes,
as well as a chance to interact with a variety of people. They
also provide rich stimulation and an acceptable area for
natural doggie behaviours, such as chasing, scenting, playing,
swimming and even the dreaded digging.

are they right for your dog?

Off-leash play is not necessary for all dogs and there
are some who are simply loners or prefer human to canine
company. Older dogs, especially if they are arthritic, often
lose interest in play and find younger, boisterous dogs
annoying. These dogs would much rather be accompanying
you on a walk around the block or exploring the undergrowth
in solitude.

There are also certain types of dogs that are not suited
to this type of exercise. These include those that are
excessively territorial and quick to defend the park as part
of their patch; dogs that are bullies and intimidate other
animals; timid dogs that are quick to feel threatened and
use defensive aggression, and dogs that are easily excited,
as their play can quickly escalate into aggression. A bitch in
season should also be kept away. Not only is there the risk
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of pregnancy, but her scent could spark off conflict between
other dogs. In addition, any dog that is poorly trained
should not be released until under control.

off-leash do’s and don’t’s
Ifyou think your dog can cope with off-leash freedom, here are some
tips to make each outing a safe and happy one:

Monitor your dog closely. Off-leash areas can inadvertently
reinforce undesirable behaviours, such as rough play. Always
keep your dog within sight and supervise its interactions with
other dogs and people. Be ready to jump in and interrupt
any unwanted behaviours, such as bullying other dogs or
harassing humans.

Learn to read canine body language so you can distinguish
between genuine play and intimidation. Knowing danger
signs, such as raised hackles, stiff bodies and hard stares, will
help prevent aggressive incidents.

Make sure you have a solid recall and can call your dog
back from any distraction. If your dog does not come when
called, you need to do more training before allowing it full
freedom. This can mean the difference between life and death,
particularly if the park is near a busy road.

Help your dog if it’s feeling threatened by calmly and
quietly removing it from the situation. Do not make a big
fuss and never reassure your dog when it is acting aggressively,
as this will simply reinforce this behaviour. Instead, ignore it
and praise it when it’s calm again.

Avoid standing still in an area with many dogs — conflicts
are more likely to arise in a restricted space, when many dogs
are engaged in excited play.

Don't use the other dogs as a lazy way to exercise your canine
— continue training so you bond with your dog and are able
to control it. Play interactive games such as fetch, so your dog
continues to find your relationship rewarding.
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