OFA HEALTH TESTING: ADVANTAGES AND
CONSEQUENCES

The OFA conducts a range of tests to screen for genetic health issues in dogs.
These tests include evaluations for hip dysplasia, elbow dysplasia, cardiac
abnormalities, eye conditions, and more. Breeders who want to demonstrate
their commitment to producing healthy puppies often submit their dogs for
OFA testing and use the results to guide their breeding decisions.

The logic behind OFA testing is that by identifying and removing dogs with
poor scores from the breeding population, we can reduce the incidence of
genetic disorders over time. In theory, this sounds like a sensible and ethical
approach. After all, no one wants to see dogs suffering from preventable
health problems. However, the real-world impact of widespread OFA testing
and the practices that stem from it are far more complex.




Misconceptions About Health Testing

One of the most pervasive misconceptions is that puppies produced from
health-tested parents will automatically be healthy. Many people believe that
if both parents pass all recommended health screenings, the puppies will be
free of those genetic problems. However, this is not always the case. Genetics
is complex, and even when both parents have passed health tests, puppies
can still develop the very issues their parents were cleared for. The inheritance
of genetic traits doesn't always follow a predictable pattern, and health issues
can still arise despite diligent screening.

Conversely, there is also a misconception that if a dog fails a health test, its
offspring are guaranteed to have the problem. This is not true either. Failing a
health test does not mean that every puppy produced by that dog will inherit
the issue. A dog that fails a test might carry genes that, when paired with the
right mate, do not result in any problems in the offspring. Breeders need to
take a broader view, looking at the overall genetic picture rather than
focusing solely on a failed test.

Another major misconception is that health-tested parents are, by definition,
healthy dogs. This is a dangerous oversimplification. A dog can pass all OFA
health tests and still be unhealthy in other ways. Health testing only screens
for specific genetic conditions, but it does not assess the dog's overall
well-being. Many dogs that pass OFA tests suffer from chronic conditions,
weak immune systems, or poor vitality, which are not captured in health
screenings. True health comes from a combination of factors, not just test
results.

What Really Contributes to a Healthy Dog?

Health does not come from testing alone. While OFA screenings are a useful
tool, they are not the be-all and end-all of breeding decisions. A truly healthy
dog is the product of holistic care, which includes:

e A Species-Appropriate Diet: Feeding dogs a raw, biologically
appropriate diet supports their immune system, provides optimal
nutrition, and reduces inflammation. Dogs are carnivores, and feeding



them high-quality, fresh, and unprocessed meat, organs, and bones is
critical for long-term health.

e Avoidance of Toxins: Minimizing exposure to environmental toxins,
such as vaccines, pesticides, chemical flea and tick preventatives, and
household cleaners, and more plays a significant role in maintaining a
dog’s health. Dogs that are continually exposed to toxins are more
susceptible to chronic diseases and immune system dysfunction.

e Exercise and Mental Stimulation: Regular physical activity keeps a
dog’'s body strong and reduces the risk of obesity, while mental
enrichment prevents boredom and behavioral issues. Both physical and
mental health are crucial for overall well-being.

e Clean Water, Fresh Air, and Sunshine: Access to clean, filtered water
and ample time outdoors in the fresh air and sunlight can boost a dog’s
health. Sun exposure helps produce vitamin D, which is essential for
bone health and immune function.

e A Stress-Free Environment: Stress can negatively impact a dog's
health, weakening the immune system and contributing to various
ailments. Providing a loving, stable, and enriching environment is just
as important as any health test.

These elements are what create a truly healthy dog. Passing a health test
does not guarantee health, nor does failing a test mean a dog is doomed to
have unhealthy offspring. Breeders should strive to create the healthiest
environment possible for their dogs and consider holistic factors when
making breeding decisions.

Are We Truly Improving Breeds?

Despite the good intentions behind OFA testing, there is debate about
whether it is genuinely improving dog breeds. While health testing can help
reduce the prevalence of specific genetic disorders, it is not a perfect solution.
One major issue is that health problems in dogs are often multifactorial,
meaning they can be influenced by a combination of genetics, environment,
diet, and lifestyle. OFA testing primarily addresses genetic components but
does not account for how these other factors can influence a dog's overall
health and well-being.



Moreover, there is the issue of genetic diversity. As breeders remove dogs
from the gene pool based on test results, the gene pool becomes increasingly
narrow. A lack of genetic diversity can lead to a host of new problems,
including reduced vigor, lower fertility rates, and the emergence of other
genetic disorders that may have been previously rare or nonexistent in the
breed.

The Dangers of Removing Dogs from the Gene Pool

One of the most concerning consequences of rigorous health testing is the
significant number of dogs being excluded from breeding programs because
they fail one or more tests. While the goal of eliminating genetic health issues
is noble, removing so many dogs from the gene pool can have unintended
and harmful effects.

1. Loss of Genetic Diversity

o Genetic diversity is crucial for the overall health and resilience of a
breed. A diverse gene pool helps ensure that dogs are less
susceptible to disease and have a greater ability to adapt to
environmental challenges. When we remove a large number of
dogs from breeding programs, we limit the available genetic
material and increase the risk of inbreeding.

o Inbreeding, or breeding closely related dogs, can lead to a higher
incidence of genetic disorders and a phenomenon known as
inbreeding depression. This can manifest as reduced fertility,
smaller litter sizes, increased puppy mortality, and weakened
immune systems.

o The loss of genetic diversity also reduces the breed’'s long-term
survival potential. A population with limited genetic variation is
more vulnerable to diseases and other threats that could wipe out
large portions of the breed.

2. Overemphasis on Single Traits

o OFA health testing often focuses on specific traits or conditions,
such as hip dysplasia. However, by placing so much emphasis on
a single aspect of health, breeders may inadvertently ignore other
important factors. For example, a dog that scores poorly on a hip
evaluation but is otherwise robust, healthy, and free from genetic



disorders may be excluded from breeding. Conversely, a dog with
excellent hip scores but other health issues may be allowed to
breed.

This narrow focus can skew breeding practices and potentially
exacerbate other health problems within the breed. The
emphasis on certain test results can lead to a tunnel vision effect,
where breeders prioritize those results over the dog's overall
genetic and physical health.

3. Impact on Breed Populations

o

For breeds that are already facing limited population numbers,
the removal of even a small percentage of dogs from the gene
pool can have a significant impact. Rare or endangered breeds
are particularly vulnerable to the negative effects of stringent
health testing criteria.

In some cases, breeds with limited populations may face a
situation where too few dogs are considered “breeding quality”
based on test results. This can lead to a reliance on the same few
sires and dams, further compounding the issues of inbreeding
and loss of genetic diversity.

4. The Risk of New Health Problems

o

o

By reducing genetic diversity, we may inadvertently be creating
an environment where new genetic disorders can take hold. Just
because a dog passes an OFA test does not mean it is free from
all genetic issues. As we continue to breed from a shrinking pool
of “approved” dogs, we may see the emergence of new health
problems that we hadn't anticipated.

The interplay between genetics and environment is complex, and
our current testing methods do not account for every variable. We
need to be cautious about thinking we can fully control or
eliminate genetic disorders through testing alone.




Finding a Balance: Responsible Breeding Practices

So, what is the solution? How can breeders prioritize health while also
preserving genetic diversity? The key lies in striking a balance between health
testing and maintaining a robust gene pool.

1. Using OFA Testing as a Tool, Not a Rule

o

OFA testing should be used as a guide rather than a strict
rulebook. Instead of automatically excluding dogs that fail a test,
breeders should consider the dog's overall health, temperament,
and genetic contribution to the breed. It may be more beneficial
to breed a dog with a mild health issue to a dog with excellent
scores to retain genetic diversity, provided the issue is managed
carefully.

Breeders should consider factors like the severity of the issue, how
it may impact the dog’s quality of life, and whether the dog has
other desirable traits that can benefit the breed. The goal should
be to produce healthy, well-rounded dogs rather than focusing on
perfect test scores.

2. Emphasizing Genetic Diversity

O

One of the most critical aspects of responsible breeding is
preserving genetic diversity. Breeders can work with geneticists
to understand the genetic makeup of their dogs and make
informed breeding decisions that prioritize diversity. This can
include outcrossing or using less common bloodlines to infuse
fresh genetic material into the breed.

Genetic diversity panels and databases can help breeders make
decisions that enhance the overall health and vitality of the breed.
By prioritizing diversity, breeders can reduce the risk of
inbreeding-related health issues and ensure the long-term
stability of the breed.

3. A Holistic Approach to Health

o

Health testing should be just one part of a comprehensive
approach to breeding. Factors such as diet, exercise, environment,
and mental stimulation all play a role in a dog's overall well-being.
A holistic approach considers the dog's lifestyle and the breeder’s



practices to ensure that dogs are thriving in every aspect of their
lives.

o Breeding decisions should be based on a dog's overall fitness and
ability to contribute positively to the breed. A dog that fails an
OFA test may still be a valuable genetic resource if paired with the
right mate.

Conclusion: Rethinking Our Approach

While OFA health testing has undoubtedly played a role in raising awareness
about genetic health issues, it is not a cure-all. The well-being of our dog
breeds depends on more than just passing test scores. By taking a balanced
approach that values both health and genetic diversity, breeders can ensure
they are making decisions that benefit the breed as a whole.

It's time to move away from rigid, test-based breeding programs and adopt a
more nuanced approach that considers the complexity of canine genetics
and the importance of diversity. Only by doing so can we truly improve the
health and longevity of our beloved breeds.



