Truth About Runts
There is much online bashing Toy Shelties and the breeders that raise them. Truth be told, there are many poor dog breeders in every variety of every breed, Toy Shelties certainly have their share of unscrupulous breeders too. However contrary to the publicity, there are a few Toy Sheltie breeders who take their responsibility VERY seriously, like me! I do understand my impact on the AKC Shetland Sheepdog, and my intentions are as honorable, and my goals as lofty as any show breeder. 

Because the primary goal for my toy-size shelties is to be excellent pets, my focus is first on health (so they are long-lived and affordable to care for) and temperament (a shy or neurotic sheltie, no matter how beautiful and 'perfect', is a nightmare). I do desire correct conformation, huge coats, great expressions and tiny size, but not at a loss of health or temperament.

I have been criticized for 'watering down' the AKC Sheltie in the country. First, I do not raise enough dogs to make that great an impact. But if not following a history of inbreeding (or line-breeding, or breeding 'close') is a crime, I will certainly own that. We live on a farm and have always had a plethora of dogs. Big, little, some bought, some dropped off, some walked up and I noticed a common theme, the dogs who were most mixed up (mutts) seemed to have the fewest health problems and live the longest on little formal vet care. I noticed my most 'highly bred' dogs with pedigrees (some filled with red) had the most health issues (skin stuff, seizures, weird organ failures, etc) and many times the worst temperaments. We have had many "mutts" exceed fifteen years but not one with a fancy pedigree has made it that far.

I have taken that experience and feel by 'outcrossing', not breeding close relatives together, we are improving the AKC Sheltie breed, not "watering it down". I understand others have different opinions and I respect them. I agree you get a more consistent, predictable size and type breeding 'close'. We had an accident a few years ago and a female dug out of the yard and bred with her brother. The resulting puppy (now a healthy grown adult) is gorgeous and actually tinier and more perfect looking than either of her parents. She has a VERY intense personality that might be difficult in many enviornments but the family who adopted her loves her to death and she fits in well. People freak when they see her and even I am seeing the size and type benefit, but I can't help but think you are playing Russian Roulette purposely breeding this way.

I also read much about Toy Shelties being all Runts. Runts bred together to create more tiny runts. Toy Sheltie breeders do not advocate the breeding of runts at all! We do breed tiny shelties, but purposely choosing runts is not our deal. Runts come in three basic catagories and one should be aware of these before you choose 'the runt' of a litter because it is tiny and cute.

The 'classic' runt people desire is a puppy for whom only the tiniest genes lined up. This puppy is perfectly healthy, just possesses tiny recessive genetic material that conviently lined up for him/her. This is truly best case! This puppy will look like its breed perfectly in miniature. This puppy will usually take right off nursing on its own and hit the proper milestones with the rest of the litter.

The next positive reason a runt may occur has to do with conception. A female releases eggs throughout her heat cycle on different days. Some girls release eggs mostly at the beginning, others the end, others evenly throughout (you get the picture). Sperm usually lives about 48 hrs (in most species, horses and dogs I do know), so they get to their spot and wait for a potential egg to arrive. Some eggs come early, get fertilized and start to develop; while others may come up to 5-7 days later. Those eggs are fertilized and start growing on their own time schedule. When the majority are 'cooked' or mature enough to live outside mom, mom usually goes into labor and delivers. Most 'live cover' litters (where parents were put together and allowed to breed over as long as 7-10 days) have puppies of varying sizes. Sometimes the largest at brth does grow to be the largest at maturity, but not always. Largest at birth often just means conceived first. This is how liters can change and breeders can seem deceiving, we have no idea whether he size of your puppy is due to conception schedule or genetic material. With proper nutrition your puppy should reach the size of his/her genetic material. Many times this runt was just the last to be conceived, it is perfectly healthy but premature. This puppy will likely have less hair than its larger littermates (a good sign of this) and will need help getting started with either bottle or tube feeding, sometimes just holding on mom a bit extra is enough. Many of this will shock you and grow bigger than expected at birth. Genetic material is whatever it is and cannot be changed, perhaps the puppy may be slightly stunted if not enough nutrition gets to him/her right at first, but I usually see these puppies reaching the height/weight they are meant to be without any further issues once they get started.

The last big reason puppies are runts is the one You MUST avoid. Some puppies do not develop correctly, sperm/egg waited too long before meeting its match, some weird genetic mutation, one or both parents passed a health defect that caused the puppy not to develop normally,etc. Whatever the reason, the puppy is delivered and is smaller and many times shaped differently than the other puppies. In all my litters I have had 3 of these runts that had a distinctive look - narrow muzzle (looks like a cleft palette nose), distinct stop and bubble top of the head. Even with supportive care those 3 didn't live longer than 3 days. Some do have enough right that they will live, but odd little problems will keep cropping up. Stay away from a runt that has an odd or different look to it. Parents may be totally fine, mutations do occur. They may be cute but will bring much heartache with them. If a breeder offers to give you one of these dogs, think long and hard and consider the price, vet bills and emotions. These puppies will most likely have a shorter lifespan filled with challenges. If you are up to it, bless you, but go into the situation with your eyes open. 
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I have 2 friends who did buy the runts (one was a sheltie, the other was another breed) of their litters without realizing there could be any issue. Both puppies were adorable and looked 'normal' and 'checked out' at their initial puppy exam. At 8 weeks both had slight heart murmurs the their vets noted but thought might go away (heart murmurs come in different types, some are caused by pressure on tight vessels, these usually go away as blood is pushed through he vessel and it stretches; others are caused by defects in the heart, valves, etc and get worse). Both had odd symptoms (vomiting,uti's, lethargy,etc) and at about a year both were found to have severe abnormalities in organs inside the body. Their families are devastated after saving money and going to a 'reputable' breeder and picking a beautiful tiny baby, only to face huge bills and certain shortened lifespan. 

As breeders we must support these clients with refunds, emotional support, information and replacement puppies. We must look throughly at our puppies and notice if one is different or not thriving like the others. We MUST NOT SELL any puppy we suspect could have an issue! We have no crystal ball, but we do have experience. Our reputation and character are on the line every time a puppy goes home. I feel it is better to not offer a suspicious puppy for sale until full health testing can be done, and it is better to stop the sale on a puppy that is suspicious (break their heart before they take possession) instead of letting it go and finding out later you suspicions were right. Most clients are so blindly in love, even with a defective puppy, that they cannot think straight. Do not put families through that nightmare! 

All that being said, good breeders do their best to breed only healthy dogs and raise them properly. Odd things can still slip through and show up up to years later. Please CONTACT your breeder and give a full accounting of the problem/issue. A good breeder wants to know what is happening! That breeder will want to have the parents checked or rechecked or they may just retire one or both parents right away. A good breeder has good guarantees to support their clients. Obviously breeding unhealthy dogs or producing unhealthy puppies will cost the breeder money and reputation. Good breeders want to get any potential problems out of their breeding program! Help them by getting them the information asap.

Bottom line here is, A TOY SHELTIE IS NOT A RUNT FROM A STANDARD SHELTIE LITTER! Purposely searching for a runt is asking for trouble! True Toy Shelties are genetically small and perfectly healthy and usually have parents close to their size. If a puppy has an 'odd' look, pick a different one even if you must wait! If you agree to take on a health challenged dog, be prepared for the additional cost. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]
image1.png




image2.png




