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Safety Begins at Home

It’s said that most accidents occur in the home. That’s true for pets as well. With their innate curiosity, desire to test everything for edibility, and super sense of smell, dogs fall prey to household accidents every day. They snarf up snail bait, gnaw on electrical cords, drink out of the toilet, eat socks and dish towels, and the list goes on.

Some dogs survive these incidents unscathed; others get an upset tummy. But occasionally a dog’s exploratory forays result in much more serious consequences, from expensive emergency surgery to, sadly, death by electrocution, poisoning, or intestinal obstruction. With a little preparation, however, you can keep your dog—and your home and belongings—safe.

Dog proof your home before you bring home that new puppy or shelter adoptee, and you’ll have fewer destructive incidents. It's never too late to start.
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Start by getting down on your hands and knees. You want to look at every aspect of your house from a dog’s-eye view. Think like a dog. Don’t the cords underneath the desk look chewable? The cord hanging down from the mini blinds would be awfully fun to grab onto and pull. And if you paw at it enough, that bathroom cabinet door opens right up.

Once you’ve identified the dangers, you can put hazardous items and things you don’t want broken or destroyed out of your dog’s reach, make them unpalatable, or block them from her attentions. Here are some tips:
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• Place trash up high—on top of the refrigerator or behind a latched cabinet.

• Put child locks on cabinets containing food, medications, or toxic substances such as cleansers or poisons.

• Use a spray-on unpalatable substance to prevent chewing on furniture (test it first to make sure it doesn’t discolor anything).

• Put up baby gates to block access to forbidden areas.

• Keep shoes and dirty clothes behind closed closet doors.

• Place magazines, books, and treasured breakables out of reach.

When you’re not able to supervise a lively dog, confine her to a crate or a room that’s completely dog proofed, such as a bathroom or a laundry room.
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Common Household Risks

When we think about dangers to pets in the home, we immediately think of two: electrocution from chewing on electrical cords and poisoning from ingesting toxic substances. Dogs, however, find countless creative ways to injure themselves. With a little forethought, though, you can prevent most such incidents.

That Daring Young Dog

Who doesn’t know a dog that loves to jump up onto the sofa for a nice nap or simply to observe family goings-on from a high vantage point? Some breeds, such as the Japanese Chin and the Italian Greyhound, have been known to use furniture as a launching pad to reach even higher places in the home, such as fireplace mantels. You may think your dog isn’t capable of reaching anything on the kitchen counter, but don’t be surprised if one day you come home and find he’s jumped from chair to table to counter, knocked a box of scone mix to the floor, and jumped back down to eat it. Tall breeds such as the Greyhound don’t need to climb. They’re well known for their counter-surfing abilities.
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But landing badly—or simply placing too much stress on still developing bones and joints—can lead to strains, sprains, and broken bones. Tiny dogs with fragile bones are especially prone to fractures from jumping off furniture, but larger dogs can injure themselves as well.

Teach your dog from day one to use a set of steps to get on and off furniture. Pet steps are widely available at pet supply stores or through catalogs or online pet retailers. Consider rearranging furniture to deter acrobatic dogs from climbing to unsafe heights or reaching things they shouldn’t. If you have slick hardwood or tile floors, lay down some area rugs—use antiskid rug holders—to provide good footing and prevent your dog from slipping and sliding into a wall or a heavy piece of furniture.
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Stairs are another safety hazard. A dog that’s not used to them may tumble head over tail down them; a small dog could jump or fall through the railings on open stairways. Use a barricade until you’re sure your dog can navigate stairs without incident.

Those Pesky Cords

Electrical cords and cords for window blinds pose a threat to dogs; both are found in almost every room of the home. Biting down on an electrical cord can give a dog a nasty shock or even kill him; getting tangled in window blind cords can choke or otherwise injure him.

To prevent electric shocks, unplug what you can. Cover cords with tough plastic cord covers, or run them through flexible plastic tubing (both are available at hardware stores). Wrap long cords up and place them out of reach. If you have a home computer, consider acquiring a wireless keyboard and a rechargeable cordless optical mouse to cut down on the number of cords in your home.

Products made of protective tubing work with phone cords, computer wires, and other household appliance cords, including Christmas lights and audio/video connection cables. Some are citrus scented, which deters some dogs; it’s also tough enough to withstand chewing, if need be.
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Another option is to coat insulated cords with unpleasant substances. Try coating them with a foul-tasting spray or paste; smearing them with glue and then sprinkling on some cayenne pepper; coating them with Tabasco sauce, Mentholatum, or moistened bar soap; or wrapping them in aluminum foil, which most dogs don’t like to bite down on

Window Cords

There are countless ways a dog can become entangled in blinds or other window coverings. His neck, collar, leg, paw, or tail can be caught in a dangling cords, which tightens as the dog tries to escape; his head can become wedged between the slats of blinds. He may even pull the curtains down entirely, either in an attempt to get a better view or simply because the fabric looked fun to play with.
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If your blinds or curtains have cords, consider cutting the cords to remove any loops that could entrap the dog. Alternatively, you could tape the cord up out of reach or attach a suction cup with a hook high on the window and loop the cord around that. Whenever possible, tie back curtains and keep vertical blinds pulled to one side.


Other Hazardous Items

What else might your dog get into? Think batteries, candy, cat litter boxes, tobacco products (including nicotine gum and patches), cleaning supplies, coins, dental floss, diaper pails, dirty laundry, jewelry, medicine bottles, mothballs, paper clips, pen caps, rodent poison, rubber bands, sewing kits, staples, thumb-tacks, toilet bowl cleaners, toys, trash containers, yarn, string, and ribbon. These objects are choking hazards, and if your dog does manage to swallow them, they can damage her intestinal tract as they pass through. Pennies minted after 1982 contain high levels of zinc, which is toxic to dogs. Medication bottles or other containers that are childproof are not necessarily dog proof.

Whatever is accessible, your dog will investigate and probably try to eat. Your bottle of floor cleaner may be safely out of her reach, but if she walks across a freshly mopped floor and then licks her paws, she can ingest the solution that way.

Dangling dish towels, dirty socks, and pantyhose are favorite chew toys—dogs have been known to swallow them whole. Sometimes the items pass through, but often they cause intestinal obstructions that require expensive surgical repair. Plenty of dogs die from eating dish towels or other fabric items because the obstruction isn’t discovered in time. Place dirty clothes in hampers behind closed closet doors, and keep dish towels out of reach.

Untreated toilet bowl water is not toxic. Nevertheless, keep your dog away from it; puppies have been known to fall into toilets and drown. Water that is treated with an automatic toilet bowl cleanser is toxic. Keep the toilet lid down.

While eating cat litter and kitty poop won’t necessarily make your dog sick, you won’t appreciate being licked by her afterward. Your dog can also acquire intestinal worms via cat poop. If your dog is larger than your cat, try placing the litter box behind a pet door that only the cat fits through. Or block access to the box with a baby gate, and either raise the gate just high enough for the cat to slip under, or cut a hole in a bottom corner, big enough to let the cat through but not the dog.
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Think “up” and “out of sight” when deciding where to store things. Puppies love to crawl under things, but if you store an item where they can’t see, smell, or reach it, it’s probably safe.


Dining Dangers

It often seems as if dogs have cast-iron stomachs. The variety of objects they’ve been known to eat, seemingly without harm, is astounding. There are stories of dogs eating cell phones, rocks, and rotting seagulls with no ill effects! Nevertheless, many apparently harmless foods can make them deathly ill. Here are some to avoid:

Alcoholic beverages

Avocado

Chocolate (all forms)

Coffee (all forms)

Fatty foods

Garlic

Macadamia nuts

Moldy or spoiled foods

Onions and onion powder

Products sweetened with xylitol

Raisins and grapes

Salt

Tea

Yeast dough

What is the problem when it comes to these foods? It’s that even though dogs’ physiology is similar to ours, dogs react differently to certain foods, intoxicants, and medications. Never assume that because something is OK for you to eat or drink, it must be safe for your dog as well.
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Alcoholic beverages—beer, wine, and hard liquor—contain ethanol, which affects a dog’s central nervous system and can depress the respiratory rate and cause cardiac arrest. It’s particularly toxic to puppies, whose bodies aren’t mature. Never leave alcoholic drinks within reach of your dog or give them to him on purpose. If your dog does down a daiquiri, waste no time getting him to the veterinarian or emergency clinic: he may need respiratory support or intravenous fluid therapy.

Chocolate, coffee, and tea contain caffeine and theo-bromine. These substances, called xanthines, can damage a dog’s nervous system or urinary tract and cause reactions ranging from
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