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Assessing vital signs
Correct assessment of vital signs and knowledge of 
resuscitation can save a life, be it human or canine. A death-like 
pallor is not as obvious with a dog because he is covered in fur, 
but can be seen on the nose and surrounding area. Extremities 
such as ears, legs and tail may feel cold, and the eyes may 
lose their shine, the surface of the eyeball become dry, and 
the eyeballs appear sunken in their sockets. But be aware that 
pallid skin and cold extremities may also be signs of shock.

Dull eyes may be apparent for several hours (up to 12) 
depending on many external and internal factors. Breathing, 
pulse and function reflexes are all strong signs of life; even if 
only one of these factors is detectable, life is still present but it 
may be necessary to attempt to resuscitate the dog.

Vital body functions (see textbox)
BREATHING RATE (NUMBER OF INHALATIONS PER MINUTE)
You can determine this by observing the rise and fall of the 
chest, or by holding a small mirror to his nostrils (which will 
cloud when he breathes out).

HEART RATE (NUMBER OF HEARTBEATS PER MINUTE)
You can test the pulse or listen to the heartbeat. Two thirds 

Check the pulse on his chest wall, behind the left elbow.

of a dog’s heart lie in the left half of the ribcage. Looking for 
movement on the side of the chest wall will tell you whether the 
heart is still beating, and the number of beats per minute if it 
is. This is more informative than feeling for the pulse rate which 
will not tell you whether the heart is still pumping blood into the 
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that you remove the collar and anything else that may restrict 
air supply.

If the animal has fluid in his throat or is a victim of 
drowning, hold him upside down by the rear legs for 15-30 
seconds, but check for other injuries such as a broken leg 
before doing so. If you suspect there may be a fracture, hold 
up the dog by the waist instead: you may need to ask for help if 
you have a large dog.

Pull your dog’s front legs forward so they aren’t resting on 
the chest, making it difficult for him to breathe.

If your dog does not resume breathing once the airway has 
been cleared, begin artificial respiration. Close his mouth and 
keep one hand under the jaw for support. Place your mouth 
over the nose and exhale, forcing air through the nose to the 
lungs. Be very careful not to exhale too forcefully, as our lungs 
are bigger and you can run the risk of over-inflating those of the 
patient.

Watch the dog’s chest to see if the lungs inflate, repeating 
the cycle about six times a minute and being very careful not to 
inhale saliva or air from the animal.

Continue in this way, giving 20 breaths per minute (one 
breath every three seconds), until the dog is breathing by 
himself. To check the heartbeat, move your hand to the lower 

part of the dog’s stomach and then back to around the third or 
fourth rib.

Bandaging
BANDAGING A PAW
Cover the cleaned wound with sterile muslin or gauze. It’s 
important that you use a covering for the wound that is as 

Place strips of cotton wool between the toes.
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sterile as possible, or at the very least it must be clean. Place 
small strips of cotton wool between each toe; don't forget the 
thumb and the dew claw.

Starting at the paw, wrap the bandage (preferably adhesive 
bandage flex which sticks to itself and requires no fixings of 
any kind) around, ensuring that all of the paw is covered, and 

Then wrap the paw in a bandage. An outer bandage is gently applied ...

extending up over the hock. Don't make the bandage too tight 
or it will cause more harm than good.

PRESSUE DRESSING/TOURNIQUET 
The most effective and safest way to control bleeding is to 
apply direct pressure on the wound with several sterile gauze 
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Travelling by train – no problem if you are well prepared! 

as a water bowl. If it is a very long journey, consider making a 
couple of stops to allow toilet breaks for your dog. 

TRAVELLING BY PLANE
In order to keep the journey as short as possible, book non-
stop, direct flights. Early morning or late evening flights are 
preferable as the dog carrier may be placed in the entrance of 
the hold in direct sunlight which could lead to overheating. If 
possible, book the flight on a weekday when it is usually less 
busy.

RESERVATION
Your local travel agent will be able to advise about prices, 
regulations, etc, or you could ask the flight company before you 
book. Since the number of animals permitted on each plane is 
limited, book ahead to register your dog. Some airlines allow 
small dogs (5-8kg, including the dog carrier) into the cabin. The 
same goes for guide dogs and dogs for the disabled. If carried 
in the hold, excess baggage charges apply.
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