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Ocular problems linked to head conformation
What happens when we select for characteristics that change the shape of the head? Not much if we retain the proportions of the normal skull shape, but potentially calamitous if we seek to exaggerate certain features and end up with, for example, heads that are foreshortened and flat, heads with excessive amounts of loose skin, eyes that bulge, or eyes that are too small. If only they could talk the dogs affected by these human inflicted exaggerations would tell us that we have created anatomical misery, not conformational mastery. It seems odd that humans have over the years, consciously or unconsciously, encouraged exaggeration in the dogs that they breed and that such exaggeration is most commonly found in dogs that are bred for showing – a situation that might never have arisen if showing had always included a strong working element as part of the assessment.
Foreshortening of the head with flattening of the face
Dogs with flattened faces have a rather shallow orbit, so the eyes are prominent and easily damaged. At worst this means that relatively mild head trauma, or even careless handling, can result in eyeball prolapse – the eyeball is no longer retained in the orbit and this kind of damage almost always results in the affected eye becoming blind. 

The eyes of such dogs are also susceptible to direct trauma, related both to their prominence and the fact that such animals may not be able to blink completely or effectively. Corneal ulceration, for example, is common and difficult to manage as complications such as progressive deepening of the ulcer and even corneal perforation are common.
Failure to blink adequately can result in abnormal spreading of the tear film and this can be a cause of chronic damage to the cornea (exposure keratopathy) and areas of corneal drying (desiccation) with secondary erosion and ulceration, as well as permanent opacity may result. Excessive loss of tears from evaporation because the eyes are so prominent can exacerbate the situation. Some affected animals can become blind if the corneal opacities are extensive and the situation is often exacerbated because dogs with prominent eyes have poor corneal sensitivity.
Because the eyes are so prominent the eyelids are very closely opposed to the cornea and there is often a rather subtle turning in (entropion) of the lower eyelids at the inner corner of the eye (lower medial entropion). Tear staining is also likely as the close apposition of the eyelids makes it physically difficult for the tears to drain normally.
Dogs with prominent eyes will also develop problems if anything compromises tear production. There are many causes of dry eye; for example, it may be present from birth (congenital) or an immune-mediated problem in some breeds, but a cause to emphasise in the context of conformation is directly caused by removal of the nictitans gland with or without excision of the third eyelid. The nictitans gland lies beneath the third eyelid and is an important contributor to tear production. Prolapse of the gland, colloquially referred to as ‘cherry eye’, is a relatively common problem in some of the flat-faced breeds and the gland should always be replaced surgically rather than removed, in order to avoid causing unnecessary welfare problems.
In addition to this litany of common problems, some of the flat faced breeds also have the potential for corneal damage from hairs, either the fine hairs that are so common in the inner corner of the eye, with or without any inturning of the lower eyelid, or because of extra eyelashes (distichia) on the eyelid margins. Extra eyelashes (distichiasis) are common in many breeds of dog, but in breeds with prominent eyes and an inadequate protective blink there is an increased risk of corneal damage. 
A considerable cause of concern in many dogs of this type is the brachycephalic airway obstruction syndrome, which is discussed elsewhere. 

Large heads with loose or thickened skin, with or without foreshortening

Excessive amounts of loose skin contribute to very poor eyelid anatomy but also provide an excellent medium for the growth of various organisms in any part of the body where they occur (lip folds and leg folds for example). 

The poor eyelid anatomy is largely a consequence of the anatomy of the head and the excessive amounts of skin. The conformational deformities of the eyelids and abnormal support at the outer corner of the eye can produce a combination of entropion (eyelid turning in) and ectropion (eyelid turning out). The deformities result in a so-called 'diamond eye' with a characteristic kink in the central portion of the upper and lower eyelids and, most commonly, upper lid entropion and lower lid ectropion. The entropion is a possible source of corneal damage and pain because of direct mechanical abrasion of the cornea from eyelashes and skin hairs. The ectropion results in chronic conjunctival exposure and drying; chronic conjunctivitis and a greater likelihood of infection result. 
Affected dogs cannot blink effectively because of the abnormal eyelid anatomy, so there is inadequate distribution of the tear film and a tendency to develop corneal complications (exposure keratopathy and desiccation). 

The poor eyelid anatomy means that the upper and lower drainage holes (lacrimal puncta) are usually out of position and this may result in tear overflow with unsightly tear staining.
It is not unusual to have additional problems such as kinking of the cartilage of the third eyelid and prolapse of the nictitans gland in various large and giant breeds of dog. Kinking may be accompanied by tear staining and, or, a mild ocular discharge. The problem can be corrected by excision of the kinked cartilage. The third eyelid should never be removed in these circumstances, because it helps to distribute the tear film and partly compensates for the conformational deformities of the upper and lower eyelids. Prolapse of the nictitans gland (cherry eye) may also occur in large and giant breeds and the gland should always be replaced surgically rather than removed.
A number of breeds of smaller size have a tendency to entropion because of excessive amounts of thickened skin, sometimes as part of a more widespread medical condition called mucinosis. In some breeds the eyes are also relatively small, a feature that makes it much easier for the eyelids to turn in, or for the normal relationship between eye and globe to be adversely affected.
Breed-related anatomical entropion and ectropion may also be seen as the only abnormality in many breeds, including cross-breeds. The abnormalities are usually present at a relatively young age, sometimes when the dog is still a puppy.

Summary 
· The ocular problems that accompany poor head conformation may cause chronic low grade misery that, at worst, may lead to complications which result in severe pain and blindness; 
· Affected animals often require frequent medical therapy, which is time consuming, expensive and not always easy for the dog’s owners to administer; 
· Surgical correction may be required and is often complicated, especially as more than one operative procedure may be needed. Complex surgical procedures can be very expensive and dogs that have had this type of surgery cannot be shown;
· The Animal Welfare Act (2006) makes owners and keepers responsible for ensuring that the welfare needs of their animals are met, including the need “To be protected from pain, injury, suffering and disease.” Furthermore, “anyone who is cruel to an animal, or does not provide for its welfare needs, may be banned from owning animals, fined up to £20,000 and/or sent to prison.” The responsibility for ensuring that healthy dogs are produced lies firmly with the breeder. 
The Advisory Council’s recommendations
· Avoid breeding from dogs with exaggerated conformational defects and do not breed from a sire and dam that share the same gross exaggeration;
· Keep breed standards under constant review and continue to modify them so that exaggerated conformation is no longer considered to be acceptable;
· Ensure that dogs with exaggerated conformational defects cannot be shown; 
· Judicious outcrossing may be needed in those breeds in which poor head conformation is invariably accompanied by clinical problems that are a source of ocular damage, pain and discomfort.
Further information and advice

More information on the health and welfare problems that arise from conformational defects/breed-related defects can be obtained from:

University and institutional Websites/Dog Welfare bodies/organisations.
Practical advice on the measures that should be adopted can be obtained via links to: BVA/BSAVA (this does not stray into the Mate Select territory or the numerous ‘private’ Websites and blogs).
Comments for further discussion when other contributions have been received

The brief overviews on the selected conditions will follow a generic introduction setting out why the way in which dogs have been bred has caused the problems.

It may be possible for some of the information under Summary and Recommendations to also be generic– if only to avoid unnecessary repetition.

For some of the top welfare problems there will be better evidence of ‘inherited’ abnormalities as opposed to ‘breed-related’ abnormalities – in such cases the recommendations can be more specific, as they will be based on the dog’s pedigree, the different ways of dealing with various types of inherited disease in terms of the selection of sure and dam and the availability of laboratory tests. 
With specific regard to showing; it should not be possible for dogs that have had surgery to get near the show ring. Reporting of corrective surgery etc continues to be patchy. 

Veterinary inspections and judges’ attitude also come into play with regard to showing - if the dog actually gets as far as a show. Much better, of course, to ensure that unsuitable dogs do not get near the show ring, as will happen naturally when breed standards change to healthier, less exaggerated, conformation. The introduction of veterinary inspections at Dog Shows should help to prevent the spectacle of lame dogs, exercise intolerant dogs etc appearing before the public.
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