Canine Hydrotherapy

Introduction
Hydrotherapy has been used for several years as a method of gradually increasing the muscular strength of patients who have undergone surgery or are recovering from accidents or injuries. In hydrotherapy, the full range of joint motion can be done without causing unnecessary stress on already damaged tissues. 

History of Hydrotherapy

Veterinarians have long accepted the benefits of hydrotherapy in the recovery programme of animals. However, the use of hydrotherapy was limited only to performance horses and greyhounds. It was only in recent years that the animal medicine industry embraced the use of hydrotherapy for other canine breeds. Nowadays, many hydrotherapy facilities are opening up and more and more pet owners and veterinarians recommend enrolling dogs of all kinds (racing, working, show or pet) in hydrotherapy classes/sessions, not just for treatment, but for their general health and well being.
With the increase of hydrotherapy facilities, there is a danger of having other people take advantage of the new trend in health care. In order to protect the consumers and, at the same time, protect the credibility of licensed hydro therapists, the Canine Hydrotherapy Association (CHA) was formed. 

The UK based Canine Hydrotherapy Association (CHA) is a non-profit organisation that was established to regulate and set the treatment, operation, training, supervision, first aid, record keeping and water quality standards of hydrotherapy facilities under its jurisdiction. 

How Canine Hydrotherapy Works

Skeptics may wonder why canines even need hydrotherapy and may jump to the conclusion that this is just a fad and is unnecessary. Since dogs do not have the same reasoning power of humans, they do not normally understand that after a surgery or an injury, the only way the muscle can regain its mass and strength is if this is used regularly. Humans would, even if it hurts, make an effort to exercise that specific part of the body knowing that only through that controlled physical exertion can he be truly healed. Dogs are not aware of this.

A dog that had to undergo surgery to, for example, set a broken bone would be reluctant to use the affected leg even if the leg has completely healed. Through the use of hydrotherapy, the dog, through a controlled treatment program where he will be goaded to use and exercise the leg in a relatively relaxed and fun environment (since most animals like the water), would be “forced” to use the leg. Gradually, over a number of sessions, the mobility of the dog’s leg and its muscle tone would improve. Soon, the canine would have more confidence in using the previously injured extremity. This form of therapy is often used to supplement other treatment methods for animals who suffer orthopedic illnesses or disorders.
Hydrotherapy is more than just a dog, paddling around in a pool. Hydrotherapy sessions will include exercises that will target a specific muscle part. Pools are also equipped with jets that create a current, a form of resistance. Dogs are supposed to swim against this artificial current.
Just like any fitness regimen, before starting a canine hydrotherapy programme or session, it is advised a veterinary surgeon be consulted first. Each session is special and the exercise programme will be tailor-fitted to the individual needs and fitness level of each dog. There is no “general program” that can be followed by all. The length of time of each session and the duration of the entire program will depend mainly on the fitness level of the dog and more importantly, on his rate of recovery. 

Benefits of Hydrotherapy
Of all physical activities, swimming is the most recommended therapy for those who are recovering from physical injuries or operations. Swimming improves general fitness, stamina, and vastly improves muscle tone with minimum risk of undue physical stress that goes along with other exercises, such as running – even walking.
Aside from this, the cardiovascular system, specifically the lungs and the heart, are exercised more. When one is in water, the weight of the water exerts pressure and squeezes inwards thus making breathing in more difficult (making the lungs work doubly hard). Due to more movements done by the body, the heart then also pumps faster because it has to meet the nutrient demands of all the muscles that are being worked. A five minute swim for a dog is roughly equivalent to a five mile run (without the dangers of sudden stops and falls).

Hydrotherapy is a good low-impact exercise but this should go hand in hand with some form of normal physical exercise. Although swimming strengthens muscles, it does not strengthen the bone. Normal and not-so-strenuous exercises on land are still needed for the over-all development and improvement of your pet.

Hydrotherapy is commonly used for canine pre and post surgery conditioning because it reduces inflammation and restores mobility without much stress on the joints. It is also ideal for dogs suffering from hip dysplasia, arthritis, spinal injuries, Chronic Degenerative Radiculo-Myelopathy otherwise known as CDRM (progressive disease affecting the hind limbs), and cruciate ligament injuries (injuries that originate from the outside of the thigh bone which then extends to the knee joint). It is also used to strengthen, maintain and restore muscle mass; curb obesity and, to some extent, improve a dog’s mental health especially after a traumatic event such as an accident, injury or surgery.  

Glossary

Arthritis - This is a common orthopedic ailment caused by the degeneration of cartilage and fluid surrounding the joints thus causing inflammation. It can also be caused by the formation of a new bone around the joint surfaces. 

Hip Dysplasia – This is a degenerative and painful condition where the hip joints have developed abnormally. When hip dysplasia occurs, the head of the thigh bone (femur) and hip socket (acetabulum) do not fit perfectly. These joints then, become malformed and unstable. His dysplasia is usually a congenital defect.
Hydrotherapy - Derived from the Greek words hydro (water) and therapeia (healing), hydrotherapy is the medical use of water in the treatment of various physical injuries. 
Orthopedic – General term that involves the treatment of disorders related to the skeletal system or other motor organs (legs, arms). 
Therapist – Title given to someone who is trained and is authorized to conduct treatments for certain illnesses or disabilities. 
Therapy – Term used to describe the treatment of illness or disability. The word, “therapy” is often used in combination (physical therapy, psychotherapy, hydrotherapy, etc). 
Veterinarian – Title given to one who is trained, licensed and authorized to treat animals.
Frequently Asked Questions
What should I look for in a hydrotherapy facility for my pet?
Before letting you pet undergo any treatment programme, it is advised that you do your homework first. When searching for a hydrotherapy facility, look for a facility that is a member of the CHA (Canine Hydrotherapy Association). Members of the CHA are usually given a certificate of membership and this should be displayed prominently in the reception area. Next, check out the pool size. Make sure that the access and size is right for the kind of dog that you have (big dog and small pool is not a good combination). If you are satisfied with the physical facilities, talk to the administrator and ask about the qualifications of the therapists, their trainings, and the training programme they have for dogs, for example. You may also ask the administrator to show you safety certificates and ask if they have insurance covers for your pet, as well as third party liability for visitors. 

What injuries or conditions would not be helped by hydrotherapy?
Although hydrotherapy is known to improve the over all health and general fitness level of canines, it cannot treat all canine imperfections or diseases. Hydrotherapy would not help dogs suffering from unstable fracture, joint laxity / instability, systemic diseases, infectious diseases, gastrointestinal illnesses and extreme aggression.
Will I be able to see any progress in my dog?
It usually takes a few weeks before the improvements would be noticeable and the level of improvement will depend on the dog breed, age, and injury. Normally, the hydro therapist would provide you and your veterinarian with a written assessment of your pet’s progress. Aside from the clinical data, you can monitor changes by observing your dog’s mobility and general fitness level. After a few sessions, you’ll notice these, gradually get better.  
How many hydrotherapy sessions should my pet go to?
The length of each session, as well as the number of sessions your pet must go to, will depend primarily on the kind of injury your pet has sustained. It’s best to consult with your veterinarian and also with your canine therapist.

May I swim with my dog?
Ask the administrator and the therapist if this is possible, and (more importantly) if your presence would not hinder any treatment they have designed for your pet or cause your pet undue stress. If the therapist thinks that your presence would help relax the dog and if the pool is large enough to accommodate an extra body, then by all means, join your pet.  
How much do canine hydrotherapy treatment sessions cost?
There are no set rates for hydrotherapy sessions. These are set by the pool facility and are often determined by the equipment available, facility location and the level of expertise of the therapists. However, the normal fees range from £10 - £15 per session. If you’re going to block several sessions for your pet, you can ask the administrator for a discount. 
Resources & Links

http://www.k9hydrotherapy.co.uk/main.html
http://www.natural-animal-health.co.uk/hydrotherapy.htm
http://k9media.net/k9online/features/ref9.htm
http://vetmedicine.about.com/library/news/bl-k9hydro.htm?once=true&
http://www.caninehydro.com/
http://www.taranet.co.uk/hydrotherapy.htm

http://www.hydrophysio.com/hydrotherapy.html
http://www.southfields.uk.com/html/when.htm
