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Bark and bite

Dog attacks, which have spiked since Covid, can often be put down to
paw understanding between people and pets, writes Greg Flynn

0gs: a potentially

dangerous menace?

No, no, drop that

thought. Sit, stay,

look here. The ex-

perts are keen you
don’t stigmatise all dogs. The solu-
tion, they agree, is to train the ani-
mals and educate the humans. The
statistics, they say, tell only part of
the story.

Those dog incident statistics in-
clude figures from the NSW Office
of Local Government which reveal
that from January to March this
year, seven people were attacked
by dogs in Woollahra, five in Rand-
wick and two in Waverley.

Multiple factors are involved in
dog attacks, says Dr Laura Taylor,
head of animal care at the Sydney
Dogs and Cats Home, and the an-
swer is not as simple as “blaming
the dogs or the owners or specify-
ing a breed”.

Taylor acknowledges that child-
ren are “often the victims of these
really unfortunate incidents, so
education about dog behaviour
and bite prevention is important
for the public - particularly child-
ren”.

She says a lack of understanding
of how a dog communicates is one
cause of attacks.

“With animals there is a ladder
of aggression and before a dog bites
they usually have many ways in
which they communicate that
they’re uncomfortable with a situ-
ation,” she says.

“They can start off with subtle
signs such as yawning, licking
their lips or doing a shake off as if
they’ve just come out of the water.
We call these displacement behav-
iours because they’re normal be-
haviour in an abnormal context.

“If a child or adult does not
understand the communication
and keeps approaching a dog, then
the ladder of aggression can esca-
late to a growl. If that sign to go
away isn’t recognised by the per-
son then the result could be a bite.

“The bite isn’t going to come out
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Dr I.aur Taylor f|;;|1 the Sydney Dogs and Cats Home takes staffyldalmatian cross

rescue puppy Spaghetti (also pictured right) for a walk. Pictures: Julian Andrews

of nowhere, and the signs need to
be recognised early. We need to
educate parents, children, the gen-
eral public and council rangers in
these behavioural signs in ani-
mals.”

As for educating animals, Tay-
lor, who was previously at the
RSPCA NSW Sydney Veterinary
Hospital, recommends all dog own-
ers take their pets to trainers who
use positive reinforcement tech-
niques to manage arange of behav-
iours including preventing bite
attacks.

Owners can also practise posi-
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tive reinforcement at home, for ex-
ample, if a dog is aggressive to-
wards a postie.

“A dog barking at a mailman is
not the animal trying to be domi-
nant,” Taylor says. “It’s the dog
saying: ‘Mailman, you make me
uncomfortable coming to my
home. Go away.” You need to re-
train the dog’s brain that the mail-
man is not something to fear.”

She suggests when the postie ar-
rives, the owner should call the pet
over, have them sit, “get them to
use their ‘thinking’ brain” and give
them a treat.

“This won’t reinforce unwanted
behaviour. What it will do is com-
bat aggressive behaviour because,
for the dog, there will be a positive
association between seeing the
mailman and getting a treat,” she
says.

On the subject of homes and
keeping animals relaxed, readers
might consider adopting the musi-
cal approach taken at the Sydney
Dogs and Cats Home. According to
Taylor, studies indicate classical
music has a calming effect on a
pet’s brain.

“The music activates their para-
sympathetic nervous system and it
lowers their heart rate and their
blood pressure,” she says.

“The tones and the notes of
classical music have a very sooth-
ing effect and we play it at our shel-
ter to reduce any stress they may
be feeling.”

For those considering buying a
dog or adopting one from a shelter,
Taylor recommends meeting the
animal first to see if it’s the right fit
for you and taking into account its
earliest experiences in life, its
health, whether it’s been social-
ised and whether you are in a pos-
ition to train or socialise the dog.

Aggy Ager, who runs Take A
Lead, a training and dog behav-
ioural business that continues to
grow in the eastern suburbs, sees
socialising dogs as crucial in pre-
venting aggression.

“Socialisation means multiple
exposures to lots of different stim-
uli. A 16-week-old puppy that has
only seen one child is not social-
ised,” she says.

Ager points to the issue of dogs
acquired during Covid as the rea-
son she and her team are learning
of “more attacks on humans than
before”.

“Five years ago I was receiving
inquiries about dog-to-dog attacks
but now there are lots of inquiries
for private consultations for dog-
to-human aggression,” she says.
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“Covid dogs have often missed
out on critical factors such as
socialisation.”

At her training classes, owners
are taught how to socialise their
animals. For example, how to en-
sure puppies are comfortable with
children in a setting such as out-
side a playground.

“If a puppy has a fear of children
then later on a dog that is fearful
can bite. If a dog is unsure of some-
thing we call that a ‘trigger’. The
trigger could be a child or a tradie
or a postman,” she says.

People with a nine-
months-old or one-
year-old dog say to
me ‘aww, but he’s
still a puppy’. I'm
sorry but at that age
he’s like a juvenile
teenager. You need
to get on top of
problems or they’re
going to be adults
with issues

Understanding what Ager calls
“the 4 Fs” — freeze, flight, flirt and
fight — is important. In the case of
the first two, she gives the example
of a dog on a groomer’s table: “The
groomer will say to the owner that
the dog was great on the table. Of
course, it looks that way because
the dog is attached to something, it
can’t take flight and it is frozen in
fear.

“Flirt is when the dog is unsure
of a person but pretends to like
them with body language such as
liplicking. When that doesn’t work
then the dog might default to fight
or show aggression.”

At home, German-born Ager
shares her life with her rescue
mutt Flickr, Shadow the rescue
long-necked turtle, plus Sushi and
Margot the goldfish. Her business
offers private training, Doggy Day
School courses, and behaviour
consultation for concerns such as
nuisance barking, separation anx-
iety and aggression.

Discussing training, Ager keeps
returning to the point of when to
start teaching a dog. The answer:
early.

“People with a nine-months-old
or one-year-old dog say to me
‘aww, but he’s still a puppy’. I'm
sorry but at that age he’slike a juv-
enile teenager. You need to get on
top of problems or they’re going to
be adults with issues. You can still
train a dog when they’re older but
it may take longer.”

Her advice is to begin the train-
ing when a puppy is under 16
weeks.

In terms of managing aggression
towards strangers coming to a
home, Ager, like Taylor, mentions
the visiting postman example.
Ager agrees on the technique of
being with the dog and giving the
animal a treat so it associates the
postman with “good things hap-
pening and that imprints positive
memories in the dog’s mind”.

Waverley Council reinforces the
need for training.

“Council officers may recom-
mend that owners consider train-
ing for their dog when specific
behavioural issues are identified,”
a spokesperson says. “In general,
we encourage all owners to seek
appropriate training for their dogs
to ensure that they are safe and so-
ciable around people and other
dogs.”

Woollahra Council says it runs
“various education events which
aim to advise dog owners about
dog behaviour, responsible pet
ownership and how to avoid con-
flicts between dogs and people”.

And a final word from Taylor be-
fore you’re allowed to go walkies.
The word is “persistence”.

“Unfortunately, some people
aren’t willing to put in the time and
effort to work through the issues,”
she says.

Dog trainer Aggy
Ager with Milo‘at
Rose Bay. Picture:
Julian'Andrews
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Living with trauma or PTSD?

We Can Help

Moving Beyond Trauma is a residential program to
assist people with post-trauma stress symptoms reclaim
their lives. Learn practical skills and tools to bring relief
to the troubled body, mind and spirit. Call Us Today.

- 1300 941 488
Q‘!eSt questforlife.org.au
for Life
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“The program made me want to embrace life for the first time in years.” - Bob
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