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ike it or not, the popularity of brachycephalic

dogs and cats has risen exponentially in the

United States and worldwide.*® Full

disclosure: I am a rabid aficionado of all
things brachycephalic, despite being an educated,
informed medical care provider for the various
pathologies that plague many of our beloved
schmooshies.

I am not alone in my love for flat-faced dogs. Celebrities
including Lady Gaga, Snoop Dogg and his bestie
Martha, and even Ozzy Osbourne (rest in peace) own or
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have owned French bulldogs.* Can the media and
influencers possibly validate others to want to
purchase a brachycephalic pet? Perhaps.

When discussing brachycephalic animals, there seems
to be 2 camps: those that love them and others that are
strongly opposed, citing welfare concerns. A veterinary
professional’s passion for brachycephalic breeds
should not exclude concerns for welfare. The key then,
when discussing the potential welfare concerns to
owners of brachycephalic pets, is to deliver the
information with both knowledge and compassion.
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This can demonstrate veterinarians’ role as advocates
to help pets remain healthy with a good quality of life.
Advocacy includes the responsibility to provide the
best information regarding the inherent medical issues
of brachycephalic breeds, ideally prior to a client
acquiring a brachycephalic pet. Providing literature to
the client and offering a prepurchase or preadoption
consultation can allow time in the veterinary team’s
busy schedule to discuss issues pertinent to the
brachycephalic dog or cat, as well as provide the client
with direction to responsible persons that breed for
both function and aesthetics.

As many clients have already acquired their pet before
making an appointment,® the veterinary team must
work with what they have and educate the pet owner in
the moment. The easiest place to have this discussion
is during the pet’s nose-to-tail physical examination.
The delivery of the information should be as sensitive
and nonjudgmental as possible in order to maintain a
respectful veterinarian-client-patient relationship and
to emphasize that the veterinary team’s role is to help
keep the pet as healthy and comfortable as possible
throughout its lifetime.®

This article outlines the top 10 areas of concern to
prioritize during general practice appointments with
brachycephalic patients.

1 | Eves

Brachycephalic dogs and cats have
lagophthalmos (the inability to close their eyes fully)
and decreased corneal sensation that cause them to

have an increased risk of corneal ulceration and
impaired healing (FIGURE 1).”° English bulldogs have
an increased incidence of prolapsed nictitans (i.e.,
“cherry eye”). Pugs also have increased risk of exposure
keratopathy that can be mitigated with early
recognition and use of topical therapies such as
tacrolimus. The shallow orbits make these patients at
risk of proptosis, even with mild trauma. Discussion of
how to monitor for signs of blepharospasm, corneal
cloudiness, and ocular discharge, with emphasis of
when to seek veterinary care, can potentially save an
animal’s vision during their lifetime.

2 SKkin and Ears
There are often exuberant skin folds in close
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proximity to the nose and tail. The veterinarian should
discuss the need for frequent cleaning of skin folds, as
well as any concerns for atopy, interdigital dermatitis
or cysts, and screw tail that can lead to significant
infection and decreased quality of life.'* When
examining the patient’s ears, clinical signs of otitis
externa can be mentioned.

5 | Respiratory System

The big schnorking elephant (or bulldog) in
the room is brachycephalic obstructive airway
syndrome (BOAS)."'? Discussion of BOAS should
include questioning of the patient’s breathing,
including nasal stertor, stridor, and coughing. This can
be done while assessing the patient for stenotic nares,
macroglossia, elongated soft palate, and abnormal
respiratory noise. Many owners of brachycephalic
companion animals think that snoring and noisy
breathing are normal as the signs are so common to the
breed. Having a poster that shows normal and
abnormal nares with skull anatomy compared with
dolichocephalic and mesocephalic breeds can be
helpful when describing where surgical intervention is
indicated to alleviate respiratory pathology. If a
veterinarian is not comfortable performing BOAS
surgery when indicated, referral to a specialist who has
24-hour postoperative monitoring should be encouraged.

, | Cardiac System

Auscultation of the patient’s thorax allows the
veterinarian to evaluate the extent of referred upper
airway noise and detect any underlying heart murmurs

FIGURE 1. Pug with corneal ulceration and excessive skin folds.
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that may indicate congenital cardiac anomalies such as
pulmonic stenosis, which is common in French and
English bulldogs.’*** In older dogs, a tricuspid murmur
can indicate the presence of pulmonary arterial
hypertension. Any murmur warrants thoracic
radiography and a cardiology consultation with
echocardiography to determine whether cardiac
therapy is needed. Although not specific to
brachycephalic dogs, the danger of heartworm disease
and recommendations for prevention should also

be mentioned.

5 | Aerodigestive Disorders
Aerodigestive disorders in brachycephalic
patients result from increased intrathoracic pressure
required to breathe through points of airway
resistance. Any appointment with a brachycephalic
animal should include discussion of whether the
patient has any vomiting or regurgitation. In many
cases, particularly in English and French bulldogs,
regurgitation happens so frequently® that the client
dismisses it as being normal. This type of aerodigestive
disorder results from a shift of the gastric axis cranially,
opening the lower esophageal sphincter, resulting in
regurgitation.”? Regurgitation can lead to aspiration
events, including the development of potentially
life-threatening pneumonia.® English and French
bulldogs are also prone to sliding hiatal hernias.'*” In
severe cases, BOAS surgery can help alleviate clinical
signs of regurgitation in affected animals, particularly
French bulldogs.®®

s | Obesity and Heat Intolerance
As the physical examination proceeds caudally
past the diaphragm, discussion of the patient’s body
condition score is important, as obesity can further
predispose brachycephalic companion animals to
increased exercise intolerance and respiratory
compromise.® This can lead to a discussion of when to
allow the BOAS-affected animal to exercise or walk
(e.g., during the coolest portions of the day) and to
allow periods of rest if any signs of hyperthermia or
heat intolerance occur. Literature that educates the
client on clinical signs of heat stroke and how to avoid
or treat the condition can be provided for future
reference at home. The veterinarian can also make diet
recommendations to help keep the patient in ideal
body condition.
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7 | Orthopedic and Neurologic
Issues

Palpation of the dog’s spine and joints can initiate a
discussion of neurologic abnormalities, including neck
pain and Chiari-like malformation in Cavalier King
Charles spaniels and intervertebral disk disease in
French bulldogs and Shih Tzus. As the veterinarian
briefly tests rear limb conscious proprioception,
clinical signs attributable to disk herniation and/or
patellar luxation such as pain, ataxia, difficulty
walking, proprioceptive deficits, and paralysis can be
mentioned, including when to seek emergent
veterinary care.

g | Spaying and Neutering

Puppy wellness visits and appointments with
older intact dogs should involve a discussion of spaying
and neutering the patient. The advantages of and risks
associated with not performing the procedures early in
life can be emphasized. Brachycephalic animals, due to
disproportionately large heads compared with the
dam’s pelvic width, frequently encounter dystocia,
requiring cesarean births to deliver the puppies.?>*
Unspayed females can develop pyometra or vaginal
hyperplasia and prolapse (common in pugs?), both of
which can be avoided by spaying. Urethral prolapse,
almost exclusively observed in English bulldogs, can
cause penile bleeding.?

o | Anesthesia

One of the most important aspects when
planning any surgery should include a sensitive but
frank discussion of the inherent risks of anesthesia,
particularly in the brachycephalic animal.
Brachycephalic animals are at 1.5- to 4.5-fold increased
risk of having anesthesia-related complications
compared with dolichocephalic and mesocephalic
pets.?* An anesthesia consent form specific to
brachycephalic animals can be used that discusses the
increased risks of aspiration pneumonia, airway
edema, failure to extubate, need for temporary
tracheostomy, oxygen supplementation, additional
hospitalization, and death (CLINIC RESOURCE 1). It
should be emphasized that the proposed surgical
procedures outweigh the inherent anesthesia risks and
are meant to improve the patient’s quality of life and
avert future, preventable medical problems.




CLINIC RESOURCE 1

Scan the QR code to access an
anesthesia consent form template
that can be adapted and used at your
clinic for brachycephalic patients.

Adapted from Brachycephalic Consent
Form, Cornell University Veterinary
Specialists, Stamford, Connecticut.

10 | Breeding

Inevitably, some clients may want to discuss
breeding their brachycephalic animals. Reputable
breeding involves selection of animals that meet
standards, ideally standards that foremost select for
function over aesthetics. The 2 are not necessarily

mutually exclusive, and that is where veterinarians can
help. Functional respiratory grading systems have been
developed in response to breeders that want to be
responsible and want to improve function and quality
of life for their brachycephalic animals.?> The BOAS
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Respiratory Function Grading Scheme evaluates the
brachycephalic dog’s respiratory noise; inspiratory
effort; and dyspnea, cyanosis, and/or syncope before
and after an exercise tolerance test. Brachycephalic
scoring and knowledge of reputable breeders—that are
implementing breeding programs that are purposely
breeding only animals that do not exhibit signs of
respiratory compromise at rest and during activity—is
ideal. Depending on the individual animal’s score
based on the veterinarian’s assessment,
recommendation can be made whether breeding that
pet is acceptable or should be strongly discouraged
(FIGURE 2).

Summary

As veterinarians, we have taken an oath that includes a
promise to use scientific knowledge and skill to protect
animal health and welfare to prevent and relieve
animal pain and discomfort.? This oath also gives
veterinarians the credentials to be the best source of
information to clients regarding the health and
wellbeing of their companion animals.
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FIGURE 2. Breeding recommendation based on respiratory function testing, such as the Respiratory Function Grading Scheme.?
Breeding strategies for brachycephalic sires and dams whose grade is 0 or 1 will result in low risk of producing offspring with
brachycephalic obstructive airway syndrome (BOAS). Breeding animals with grade 2 increases the risk of offspring with BOAS, especially

if both parents are grade 2. No animals with grade 3 should be bred.
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The British Veterinary Association has established the
“#BreedtoBreathe” campaign, which includes a
10-point plan for veterinarians to help educate the
general public and work with breed groups to improve

the health and welfare of brachycephalic pets (BOX 1).

Other organizations have also adopted similar stances

(ADDITIONAL RESOURCES).?® There is even a textbook

exclusively devoted to the health and welfare of
brachycephalic animals.?

I believe that, inevitably, there will be an ongoing
struggle with current breed standards and aesthetics
versus breeding for function. I am optimistic that by
working together, collectively as a profession, we can
make a difference. Together, we can
#savetheschmooshies. TVP

BOX 1

10-Point Action Plan for General
Practices: The British Veterinary
Association Breed to Breathe
Campaign

1. Offer prepurchase examinations.

2. Strongly advise against breeding if the
pet is diagnosed with brachycephalic
obstructive airway syndrome or requires
conformation-altering surgery.

3. Promote the puppy contract
(go.nave.com/4alyQOC).

4. Promote and actively participate in
available health schemes.

5. Carry out exercise tolerance tests and
functional grading during each annual
physical examination.

6. Enroll the practice in clinical surveillance
programs, where applicable.

7. Develop a practice communication
strategy that actively discusses
brachycephalic breed-specific health
issues with clients.

8. Maintain discipline in your practice
communication strategy (e.g., don't
advertise with brachycephalic animals).

9. Ensure practice policy supports staff.
Everyone in the practice needs to be
consistent and on board.

10. Participate with local breed
organizations.
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

= Breed to Breathe
bva.co.uk/take-action/breed-to-breathe-
campaign

= Loveis Blind
loveisblind.org.au

= OFA Respiratory Function Grading
Scheme

ofa.org/diseases/rfgs

= U.K. Brachycephalic Working Group
ukbwg.org.uk

= University of Cambridge BOAS Research
Group
vet.cam.ac.uk/boas/about-boas

BOAS =brachycephalic obstructive airway syndrome;
OFA =Orthopedic Foundation for Animals
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