Feeding the Wee Dog (and Thee) on Trial Day

(Adapted from an article published on-line in Agility Ability, July 2004)

Many handlers who run border collies or other large dogs, don’t feed their dogs the morning of a trial and feed little during the day of competition.  This isn’t a strategy that will work with small dogs.  It is my experience that wee dogs will literally run out of gas by mid-afternoon if they don’t refuel during the day, because they simply don’t have the stores of energy to draw on that a larger animal does.  On the other hand, you want your dog to be keen to work on competition day.  Being carnivores, they work when they are hungry and sleep when they are satiated.  So you want them to start the day a bit hungry.  

Here is my schedule for feeding small dogs in the 20-pound range.  The night before a trial, I feed them their usual evening meal in the early evening, so they have plenty of time to digest it, and will be ready to poop shortly after rising.  I feed them a very light breakfast:  a tablespoon of kibble and a tablespoon of canned food (you’d have to scale down to teaspoons for wee wee dogs).  This is enough to absorb stomach acid and prevent them from getting car sick as we drive to the trial.  The soft food provides a bit of fluid and a hiding place for any necessary medications.  

Given this small breakfast, they are anxious to work for more treats throughout the day.  I provide them while prepping to go into the ring and as rewards for a job well done afterward.  This way they get fed small amounts throughout the day.  If there is a big gap in time between runs, I will give my dogs additional tidbits.   

Just like us, dogs benefit from a little burst of energy before going in the ring.  So, 10-15 minutes before they are to run, I’ll give my dog some easy-to-digest sugar-rich treat like banana or melon.  (Protein-rich or fat-rich treats aren’t digested fast enough to supply quick energy.)  There are some powders on the market to add to dogs’ water that are supposed to provide energy.  If you’ve got a dog that will drink such a mixture this can be a good approach as long as the powder consists largely of sugars.   However, most canine energy powders were developed for endurance events like sled dog racing.  As such, they have a high proportion of fats, which aren’t much use in agility, a sprint event, and can easily upset the stomachs of small dogs.  

There is one sort of dog for which the advice to start the day a bit hungry may not apply.  If you have a dog that is very excitable or gets very stressed by the trial environment, you might experiment with feeding the dog a regular-sized breakfast after you settle in at the trial.  Having a full stomach takes the edge off some dogs, so if lack of attention while in the ring is a problem with your dog, you might see if feeding the dog helps settle him.  Just be careful not to do it if you are very early in the running order. 

Many small dogs are fussy about the water they drink or due to nerves won’t drink much at a trial.  You can try bringing water from home.  But this doesn’t work with my corgi, who simply refuses to drink during the day of a trial.  There are a variety of ways to get around this.  During the summer season, carry chopped fruit that has a high water content.  My dogs like watermelon, cantaloupe, and grapes (smashed, so they can’t inhale them).  Frozen yogurt or fruit ice pop-ups are appreciated and come in single servings.  I’ve also been known to share spoonfuls of sorbet on a hot day.  Just avoid the citrus flavors, which dogs don’t seem to like as well as other fruit flavors. 

If you’ve got a finicky dog who won’t try these things, it’s easy to get them to do so.  All dogs I’ve tried it on have succumbed to one of two approaches.  One is make it a competition.  Find a dog that likes the strange food and put it in a sit adjacent to your dog.  Feed it to the visitor dog making a big fuss, then offer it to your dog.  They usually will take it.  If not, give the serving to the visitor, and that will do the trick.  If that doesn’t work, make a big fuss of eating the stuff yourself.  Human food is coveted by dogs;  if I’m eating it, my dogs figure it must be good.  This and the lower level of preservatives and the lower cost per pound are why I prefer to feed my dogs human food as treats.  

Make most of the treats a mixture of lean meats, fruit, vegetables, and the dog’s normal kibble.  Go easy on fatty meats and cheese, which can upset your dog’s stomach, and on the commercial treats that are loaded with sugar; a steady diet of such treats will rapidly lead to a wee dog being overweight.  People and dogs like variety in their food.  As much as I love it, if I were offered a steady diet of chocolate I’d look forward to a piece of bread or fruit.  So surprise your dog with a variety of treats, even if that means that some of the rewards aren’t as high-value as steak.  

Finally, don’t forget to give some thought to feeding yourself appropriately for competition!  The night before, eat an evening meal that is modest and easy to digest, so you’ll sleep well and feel light and zippy the next day.  Don’t fall into the trap of making breakfast with the goodies provided at the trial.  Protein is essential for your brain to operate properly, and a combination of protein and complex carbohydrates will keep you from suffering from that 10 a.m. sugar crash just as you are about to walk a course.  I’ve found I’m much better at focusing and figuring out a gamblers opening at 7:30 a.m. when I’ve had some protein for breakfast.  Nowdays there are some good energy bars that make it easy to get protein and complex carbohydrates.  Just make sure to check the label and select one that has at least 10 grams of protein;  many of the bars on the market have little protein and are only slightly better for you than a candy bar.  Like your dogs, you are probably better served by eating a number of small meals during the day rather than a big lunch provided by the trial caterer in one sitting.  Just like our dogs, we tend to get sleepy after a big meal.  Also, stay hydrated. If you find yourself feeling headachy, cranky, slightly nauseated, or light-headed, or you aren’t making your usual number of nerves-induced trips to the restroom, you probably aren’t drinking enough fluids.  My favorite beverage is a mixture of 2/3 water and 1/3 Gatorade-like sports drink.  Like Gatorade, this mixture tastes OK lukewarm, but it doesn’t have all the calories of the full-strength sports drink. 
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(Gail started competing in agility in 1996.  She trains at Power Paws Agility in San Jose, California.  Her 10-yr-old corgi Flint has appeared in the finals of the Grand Prix and AKC Nationals.  He is the first 12”-jumping dog to earn all three titles ADCH, NATCH, MACH.  As far as we know, he holds the record for the number of Masters Gambles completed in a row, 19.  Gail also trained her older, now retired corgi, Maddy, to P3, Elite, and Excellent titles, and she currently is training a young Pyrenean Shepherd, Pic.  She teaches the occasional agility class in Woodside, California, but spends most of her time at Stanford University, where she has taught geology for more than 25 years and does research in volcanology and geoarchaeology.)

