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How to Beat the 
Winter Woes

Cold, rain, snow, and ice 
can complicate our dogs' 
exercise and training plans 
— but winter weather 
shouldn't cancel them!
It can be very challenging to keep your canine 
family members happy during the ravages 
of winter. Even those who live in the warmer 
southern states may face long stretches of forced 
idleness from winter rains. Without ample 
enrichment activities, weeks and months of short, 
dark days can turn even a calm canine into a 
hyper hound. 

Fortunately, the ever-creative modern dog 
training world has come up with countless ways 
to keep our dogs happy in inclement weather, 

so that dogs and humans can spend more time 
snuggled together in front of the warm fireplace 
and less time worrying about frostbite or 
drowning (see “Winter Warnings,” on page 6). 

KEEPING ACTIVE IN WINTER
One of the best ways to stave off your dog’s 
winter crazies is to provide her with a wide variety 
of enrichment activities. Some are easy and can 
be implemented immediately, while some take a 
little more investment in time and resources. Let’s 
start with easy:

 Indoor Fetch. If there’s only one of you and your 
dog will fetch, you can stand at the top of the stairs 
and toss her ball or toy to the bottom, have her run 
down to get it, run back up to you. If she will chase 
it but not bring it back, have a laundry basket full of 
toys or balls, call her back, and just keep throwing 
new ones. When you have thrown them all, go down 
the stairs, collect them, and bring them back up. If 
you don’t have stairs (or she can’t do stairs) use a 
long hallway. Get added benefit by putting barriers 
across the hall for her to jump over as she runs back 
and forth. 

 Jump the Jumps. When I was a wee child, I used 
to take broomsticks and mop handles and lay them 
across chairs all around the house, and then run 
with my Rough Collie, Squire, as he sailed over my 
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As long as 
you are alert 
to the various 
cold-weather 
dangers, there 
is no reason 
that your dog’s 
training and fun 
should diminish 
in winter. 
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makeshift jumps. You can do the same! If you prefer, 
you can get sections of PVC pipe at a hardware store. 
Start with the poles on the ground and use a treat to 
get your dog to walk over them, then trot over them. 

When she is ready for more, use poles to make 
low X-shaped jumps before you use straight poles 
to make higher jumps. (Note: Young puppies 
shouldn’t jump until they are old enough not to 
be harmed by the repeated impacts. Check with 
your vet to make sure jumping is a safe activity 
for your pup.) 

 Round Robin Recall. You need at least two 
humans and a dog who loves to come when she’s 
called for this game. The larger your house and 
the more humans (within reason!), the better.  
 
Put Billy (B) on the third floor, Janey (J) on the 
second, Mom (M) on the ground floor, and Dad 
(D) in the basement. (If stairs are not safely 
carpeted or dog has trouble with stairs, put all 
humans in different rooms on the same floor.) 
Each human has yummy treats and a toy that 
the dog likes for reinforcement when the dog 
arrives. Write up a random calling order and give 
each person a copy to ensure two humans aren’t 
calling her at the same time, and let the fun begin.  
 
Be sure each person has a fun party with the dog 
when she gets there! This not only burns off dog 
energy, it gives the kids something to do, and it 
helps improve your dog’s recall.

 Ball Pit. For this one you need a kiddie wading 
pool and a generous supply of non-toxic, sturdy 
ball-pit balls. Put a towel down to cover the bottom 
of the pool (so the sound doesn’t startle your dog), 
fill the pool with balls (no water!), and let the fun 
begin! If your dog doesn’t take to it immediately, 
toss treats and favorite toys into the pool and let 
her – or help her – dig for them.

 Snuffle Mat (and other food toys). Interactive 
food-dispensing toys are a simple solution to many 
dogs’ winter blues. We particularly like “snuffle 
mats,” where you bury treats in the cloth fingers 
of a textured mat and let your dog go to it. If you 
have a dog who wants to eat the mat or, in contrast, 
just isn’t interested, there are many other options, 

including treat-dispensing toys your dog pushes 
around, and puzzle toys she has to solve to get the 
treats. (See “Play with Your Food,” WDJ April 2019).

 Flirt Pole. This is simply a sturdy pole with a 
rope fastened to one end and a toy fastened to 
the rope. You can make one or buy one. To play, 
stand in one place and swing the toy around for 
your dog to chase. (You can also practice “Trade” 
to get the toy back once your dog has grabbed it.) 
 
If your dog tends to bodyslam you (or your kids) while 
playing this game, stand inside an exercise pen for 
protection while your dog chases the toy around the 
outside of the pen. These toys are available in better 
pet supply stores and from online sources such as 
Chewy.com and Amazon.com. 

 Nose Games. Scent work is surprisingly tiring, 
and because most dogs love to sniff, it’s also 
very satisfying for them. It’s also usually an easy 
game to teach. Have your dog sit and wait (or 
have someone hold her collar). Hold up a treat, 
walk six feet away, and place it on the f loor. 
Return to your dog, pause, and then say “Search!” 
Encourage her to run out and eat the treat.  
 
After a few repetitions, let her watch you “hide” the 
treat in an easy spot (on the floor behind a chair 
leg, etc.). Return and tell her “Search!” Gradually 
hide the treat in harder places, then multiple treats, 
and eventually have her in another room while you 
hide treats. This should keep her quite busy and tire 
her out nicely. (For much more information, see 
“How to Teach Your Dog to Play Nose Games,” WDJ 
September 2019.)

 Treadmill. Now we’re getting into activities 
that require more investments in time and 
resources. First, of course, you need a treadmill. 
Be sure to get one that is safe to use with dogs. 
Dog-specific treadmills generally are smaller than 
human products (some are made just for small 
dogs!) and have appropriately sized siderails (for 
safety, to keep the dog from falling off on the sides).  
 
You will need to do a very gradual introduction, 
associating the machine with treats and toys 
until your dog is very comfortable being near it, 
and then on it, before you even think of turning 
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it on. Be sure not to overdo the exercise; check 
with your veterinarian about how much exercise 
is appropriate for your dog to start with and how 
you should increase the time (gradually!). 

 Cognition Training. Those winter shut-in months 
are a perfect time to experiment with cognition 
training for your dog. You don’t need a lot of room, 
and this brain exercise is surprisingly tiring. You can 
teach your dog to imitate your specific behaviors 
(see “Copy That,” October 2013); explore choice (see 
“Pro-Choice,” November 2016); learn to demonstrate 
object, shape, and color discrimination and even 
read! (see “Are Canines Cognitive?” October 2017), 
and much more.

 Indoor Parkour. If you really want to get creative, 
you can set up an indoor parkour course for your 
dog, made out of household items. After you’ve 
taught your dog each of the various obstacles, put 
them all together into a complete course. Here are 
some suggestions for obstacles that you can train 
your dog to navigate: 

 Laundry Leap: Get a laundry basket that’s 
an appropriate size for your dog, and teach 
him to jump into and out of it.

 Hoop-De-Do: Best use of a hula hoop ever! 
Hold it up for your dog to jump through, or 
wedge it between a chair and a wall for a fixed 
jump.

 Sweet Roll: Roll up a carpet runner and let 
your dog unroll it with her nose. (Teach this 
one by placing treats inside the rug as you 
roll it so she finds them as she unrolls it.) This 
would be especially fun if you had a red carpet 
that your dog could unroll for special guests!

 That Was Easy: A smack of the paw lets 
your dog share her editorial opinion. These 
buttons are available from Staples stores 
and its website – or you can find a variety of 
wonderful talking buttons at this online site: 
speaktomecatalog.com (select “buttons”). 

 Go ’Round: A simple orange traffic cone 
makes a perfect loop-stacle to send your dog 
around the bend in a different direction.

 Walk the Plank: Place an eight-foot long 2x8 
board across two low stools and let your dog 
walk the plank! Increase the level of difficulty 
with narrower planks.

 Tunnel o’ Chairs: If you have a smaller dog, 
start by teaching her to crawl under one fold-
ing chair, then add a second chair, then a third, 
eventually making your crawl tunnel as long 
as you want it to be!

Whatever your fancy, there should be some 
activities here that you and your dog can enjoy 
together when the weather outside is frightful. 
Stay warm, stay safe, and have fun! 

Teach your dog some hula hoop tricks outside 
when the weather's nice, and then move them 
indoors to burn off steam during the winter. 
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WINTER WARNINGS TO HEED

 Hypothermia and frostbite. These are very real 
concerns in frigid climes. Signs of frostbite include 
discoloration of the affected area of skin (this 
discoloration is often pale, gray, or bluish); coldness 
and/or brittleness of the area when touched; pain 
when you touch the body part(s); swelling of the 
affected area(s); blisters or skin ulcers; areas of 
blackened or dead skin. Severe cases of frostbite can 
result in permanent disfiguration or alteration of the 
affected tissues, or worse, amputation or surgical 
removal of the necrotic (dead) tissues. 

Signs of hypothermia can include strong shivering 
and trembling followed by no shivering; acting 
sleepy, lethargic, or weak; fur and skin are cold 
to the touch; body temperature is below 95° F; 
decreased heart rate; dilated pupils (the black inner 
circle of the eye appears larger); gums and inner 
eyelids are pale or blue; trouble walking; difficulty 
breathing; stupor, unconsciousness, or coma.

 Antifreeze poisoning. Spilled antifreeze 
presents a serious danger to your dog. Dogs 
are attracted to antifreeze because of its sweet 
taste, but just a lick or two can be deadly. There 
are antifreeze formulations that contain a bitter 
substance intended to deter ingestion, but they are 
still toxic if consumed.

 Antifreeze poisoning happens in two stages. In 
the first, which happens three to six hours after 
ingestion, your dog appears drunk – staggering, 
vomiting, falling down, and peeing a lot. Then 
your dog may appear normal, until the second 
stage begins, when the body starts to break down 
the ethylene glycol into other chemicals such as 
aldehyde, glycolic acid, and oxalate. This stage is 
dangerous because it can cause severe to fatal 
damage to the kidneys. If you suspect your dog has 
ingested antifreeze, get her to a vet immediately. 

 Ice-melting chemicals. The calcium and 
sodium chloride in rock salt that is used to treat 
roads and sidewalks is toxic to your dog. Dogs get 
the salt on their paws and fur, and lick it off to clean 
themselves. Signs of salt toxicity include extremes 
in water consumption (your dog may either drink 
excessively or stop drinking altogether); vomiting; 
diarrhea; lethargic or “drunk” behavior; seizures. 

While “pet-safe” salt is safer than regular rock salt, 
like “pet-safe” antifreeze, it is still not completely 
safe. Take precautions to avoid ingestion, and 
contact your veterinarian if you think your dog 
might have salt toxicity. 

 Falling through ice. Every winter brings tragic 
stories of dogs falling through pond or river ice, 
and drowning or freezing to death. Sometimes the 
tragedy is compounded by the death of the human 
who tried to save the beloved dog. If your dog 
doesn’t have a rock-solid recall, keep her safely on 
leash when you are around frozen water. If she does 
fall through, call 9-1-1 rather than trying to rescue 
her yourself. If you must rescue her, study up on 
ice-rescue safety precautions well in advance, and 
be very careful! 

Heaters. A chilly dog can become a heat-seeking 
missile and may try to cozy up to the heaters in 
your home. Caution: She can burn herself on a 
wall heater or wood-burning stove, or knock over 
a space heater and start a fire. If your dog is prone 
to trying to get as close as possible to the source 
of your home’s heat, use management tools to 
prevent her access to any heat source that might be 
dangerous. Provide her with a pet-safe heating pad; 
these products have chew-resistant cords, and heat 
up only to a pet’s internal body temperature. Alter-
natively, give her a cozy den with plenty of warm 
blankets she can burrow under. @
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Ease Seasonal 
Aches for Your 
Aging Dog

Herbs, nutrition, and some 
loving care can go a long 
way in helping your dog.
Whether winter comes as a swirling snow storm, a 
nose-biting blast of cold on a bright blue day, or in 
the form of a wet, gray fogbank that robs any body 
of its fire, it will likely bring a reminder of our age 
and old injuries as well.

For me it is an aching lower back and a stiff right 
shoulder. Almost every morning I awaken to think 
that I should have listened to my elders when 
I was young. Perhaps the same rings true for 
my best friend Willow, a 13-year-old Shepherd-
mix. The earliest sign of cold or wet weather 
comes to her as a stiff back leg, the one she had 
reconnective cruciate ligament surgery on four 
years ago. She gets out of her bed more slowly 
these days, and I can hear her groan at night, as 
she repositions herself on the sofa. Indeed, I owe 
my girl some special seasonal comforting a good, 
loving massage and perhaps another chiropractic 
adjustment.

THE BIG PICTURE
Willow also needs me to make some changes in 
her lifestyle. It’s easy to blame the seasonal aches 
and pains to weather changes and the inevitable 
effects of aging, but these discomforts usually 
stem from deeper issues. And while it is true that 
chronic arthritis, joint stiffness, and other forms 
of degenerative joint disease can often be linked 
to old injuries, genetic predisposition, or immune 
mediated disease, it is important to know that all 
cases of joint discomfort will likely be compounded 
by one thing: a poor or inappropriate diet.

In fact, much of the chronic arthritis suffered by 
dogs could have been completely prevented by 
providing a wholesome, natural diet together with a 
few critical supplements and the right exercise.

DIET IS KEY
Good quality protein based on its digestibility 
and completeness of its amino acid composition 
is at the nutritional core of arthritis prevention. 
However, many commercial dog foods (especially 
the inexpensive ones) are made with poor quality or 
inappropriate protein ingredients.

Whether you care for an arthritic elder or are 
planning long-term prevention strategies for a new 
puppy, start feeding the best food you can afford 
right now food that is made with top quality, whole 
meat protein ingredients. At the very least, avoid 
foods that utilize by-products (meat and grain) as 
their main ingredients, and those with chemical 
preservatives or artificial flavorings. If possible, feed 
a home-prepared or commercially produced raw or 
cooked diet.

ENZYMES AND PROBIOTICS
It is also important to optimize the digestion and 
final elimination of the good food you feed. This 
is easily accomplished with a sprinkle or two of a 
digestive enzyme and probiotic supplement with 
each meal.

Be sure to use common sense when your old dog 
wants to play in the snow! Don't let her overdo it.
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Probiotics (i.e., bifidus, acidophilus, etc.) are types of 
bacteria that are beneficial to the body. They work 
in concert with digestive flora in the intestines to 
break down food and eliminate waste, enhance 
the absorption of the nutrients (vitamins, minerals, 
fats, and proteins) in the food a dog eats, and 
even stimulate the body’s production of immune-
boosting substances such as immunoglobulin 
antibodies (IgA).

Digestive enzymes are produced in the salivary 
glands, stomach, and small intestine and are 
available in supplement form. They immediately 
begin the chemical breakdown of foods they 
come into contact with. Certain enzymes, called 
proteases, break down proteins; amylases break 
down carbohydrates; lipases break down fats; and 
cellulases break down fiber.

Digestive enzymes also assist with transport of 
nutrients throughout the body and help dissolve 
and remove accumulations of crystallized waste 
in the joints. Many enzymes, such as bromelain 
(derived from pineapple) and papain (found in 
papaya) also have anti-inflammatory activities, and 
reduce arthritis pain in humans and animals.

ESSENTIAL FATTY ACIDS
It is also important to supplement each meal 
with an essential fatty acid (EFA) supplement 
that is balanced to meet the nutritional needs of 
dogs. The best will contain a combination of both 
vegetable oils (i.e., borage, evening primrose, black 
currant, wheat germ, or flax oils) and whole body 
fish oils.

The Omega-3 and Omega-6 fatty acids contained in 
these oils serve to regulate the body’s inflammatory 
responses, and are essential to the process of 
building and maintaining healthy joint tissues. In 
other words, if EFAs are deficient in the diet, so will 
be the body’s effectiveness toward dealing with 
injuries and post-traumatic joint irritation. EFAs are 
also critical elements of skin and coat health and 
strong resistance to flea infestation .

It’s possible that no ratio or combination of fatty 
acids is best for all dogs, because each individual is 
different, with different needs. Some dogs do best 
with one oil, while others do better with another, 

just like humans. The best way to take advantage 
of the positive effects of these supplements is 
to provide as broad a diversity of EFA sources as 
possible, so the individual's body can match its 
unique needs with its personal metabolic abilities. 
(That said, I think most dogs do better with meat/
fish-source Omega-3 supplements over plant-
sourced Omega-3s.)

I encourage all dog owners to try one of the several 
excellent EFA oil supplements available in their 
local pet supply stores. Follow the manufacturer's 
recommendations of how much to feed even if 
your dog seems perfectly healthy and observe him 
carefully for signs of improved vitality and health. 
Try another brand or type of fatty acid supplement 
if the first one fails to produce noticeable 
enhancement.

GOING WITH GLUCOSAMINE
If, like my dear Willow, your dog is already 
experiencing the effects of old injuries or chronic 
arthritis, you should consider a few other 
supplements as well. At the top of my list of must 
use supplements is glucosamine. Derived primarily 
from bovine cartilage and shellfish, glucosamine 
sulfate and N-acetyl glucosamine are amino sugars 
that work within the body to lubricate, protect, and 
help rebuild damaged joint tissues. The amount 
and frequency of glucosamine you will need to feed 
your dog to see appreciable results will be gauged 
by your dog’s size, activity level, and his physical 
condition.

As a bare minimum, most dogs will need at 
least 350 mg of glucosamine per day to realize 
the benefits of the supplement, but those with 
preexisting joint problems may need considerably 
more. A 65-pound dog with early symptoms of 
degenerative joint disease may require 1,500 mg or 
more each day. Discuss the appropriate dosage for 
your dog with your holistic veterinarian.

Chondroitin sulfate, a component of glucosamine 
that is often sold as a standalone joint supplement, 
may serve similar purposes. However, I share the 
opinions of many of my peers and teachers that 
the larger molecule of chondroitin may not be 
absorbed as efficiently in the intestinal tracts of 
dogs. Therefore, my choice is straight glucosamine, 
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preferably in liquid form, which I suspect is more 
efficiently absorbed in the short canine digestive 
tract.
VITAMIN C
Chances are that if your dog benefits from 
glucosamine, he will respond favorably to a 
vitamin C supplement, too. Although the canine 
body produces its own vitamin C, supplements of 
this vitamin will help with assimilation of lipids 
(including the EFA oils you feed), optimize the body’s 
use of the glucosamine supplement, and support 
collagen synthesis, which is critical to bone and 
connective tissue repair. Supplemental vitamin C 
may even help slow progression of hip dysplasia in 
predisposed dogs.

Vitamin C is available in many forms, and 
veterinarians and nutritionists have varying 
opinions regarding which form is best utilized by 
dogs. Ascorbic acid, the type most commonly used 
in supplements for humans, is not well-tolerated by 
dogs, and may cause diarrhea or stomach upset.

Many holistic veterinarians swear by calcium 
ascorbate, especially in the relief of arthritic 
symptoms. This pH-neutral mineral salt will not 
upset your dog's stomach, causing diarrhea or 
heartburn. Ester-C is a patented form of calcium 
ascorbate favored by many holistic vets. It contains 
additional metabolites (including a substance 
known as threonate) thought to offer additional 
benefits.

Still other holistic veterinarians swear by sodium 
ascorbate, another readily available and easily 
absorbed pH-neutral salt. Wendell Belfield, DVM, 
the earliest advocate of vitamin C supplements for 
dogs, vastly prefers using this form of the vitamin 
for dogs.

HERBS AND JOINT REPAIR
You might also consider adding a few herbs to the 
mix, to help your canine pal heal and find relief 
from his aching.

Yucca root (Yucca schidigera), alfalfa (Medicago 
satvia), licorice root, and other herbs that contain 
rich concentrations of phytosterols and other anti-
inflammatory compounds are among the most 
popular of the herbal anti-arthritics. Boswellia 

serrata is also a popular choice for bringing relief.

It is important to remember that when used as 
stand-alone anti-inflammatory remedies, herbs can 
remedy only the symptoms of your companion’s 
joint problems. However, when used as part of 
a holistic approach that incorporates diet and 
exercise in the program, herbs can offer some clear 
advantages over conventional arthritis drugs.

First, herbs are relatively safe especially as compared 
to the likes of nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory 
drugs (NSAIDs) such as carprofen (better known by 
its trade name, Rimadyl), etodolac (EtoGesic), and 
deracoxib (Deramaxx). NSAIDs remain by far the 
most popular veterinary prescriptions for canine 
arthritis. They can bring rapid relief, but their critics 
say they may be responsible for the deaths of many 
dogs each year.

Although nowhere near as fast-acting as 
pharmaceutical NSAIDs, common turmeric 
(Curcuma longa) can be very effective at reducing 
arthritic inflammation. And instead of presenting 
new risks of physical harm, it offers stimulatory and 

Because of its anti-inflammatory properties, 
turmeric can be beneficial in treating chronic 
arthritis in dogs. 
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protective support to the liver. In other words, as 
turmeric assists in relieving pain and inflammation, 
it will also help with elimination of systemic waste 
an issue that might actually be contributing to the 
real cause of your dog’s arthritis.

Turmeric also adds the advantage of being a 
peripheral vasodilator, meaning that it helps warm 
the body and increase circulation to the joints, 
where added fluid circulation is needed for healing. 
Studies suggest turmeric is most effective when 
standardized to contain a 95 percent concentration 
of its active curcuminoid constituents. Further, its 
anti-inflammatory effects seem to be amplified 
when the herb is fed in conjunction with digestive 
enzymes (specifically, bromelain).

A conservative therapeutic dose for a dog over 
30 pounds is 100 mg of standardized turmeric 
(available in capsules at health food stores), added 
to food once daily, along with a digestive enzyme 
supplement containing bromelain. For the right 
dosage for your dog, ask your holistic veterinarian.

Horsetail (Equisetum arvense) is another fantastic 
herb for arthritic, achy dogs. It’s a hairy-looking 
plant that contains so much abrasive silica it was 
once used to polish metal (hence its old common 
name, pewter wort). The magic of horsetail is 
contained within this silica, in the form of silicon. 
Silicon is an essential building block in the repair of 
joint tissue, but despite its abundant occurrence in 
the sands of the world’s beaches, it is difficult to find 
in forms that can be digested and utilized efficiently 
by the mammalian body.

Enter horsetail. The silicon contained in the cell 
tissues of horsetail exists in a form that can be 
more readily absorbed by the body. In raw form, the 
fresh or dried plant is gritty, indigestible, and may 
cause irritation to urinary or digestive membranes. 
Therefore you should only opt for liquid extracts of 
the plant that have been filtered to remove gritty 
plant particles. One to two milliliters daily of an 
alcohol-free extract is a common dose range for 
dogs, but again, talk to your vet.

APPROPRIATE EXERCISE
The next thing to bring into action in the prevention 
or treatment of arthritis is the proper type and 
amount of exercise. In the case of my old sweetie 
Willow, it is very important that like any athlete, 
she needs to stretch and warm up her muscles and 
joints before any strenuous exercise. Stiff joints 
and sleepy muscles are easily injured. Have your 
dog walk around a while before throwing a toy, 
especially during cold, damp weather or if playtime 
follows shortly after a long nap.

Also, don't let your elder dog convince you that 
she is just a big puppy who can take on whatever 
challenges you dish out. Feeling good and having 
fire in her eyes doesn’t mean she should still leap 
after flying toys or race around on steep, slippery 
slopes, especially if she has old joint injuries. Keep 
the exercise low-impact. Running or swimming 
after a warm-up  walk is fine, but cliff diving and 
scrambling over river rocks is not.

Don’t forget that just because your well-nourished, 
properly loved companion may still act like puppy, 
her body is aging. Father Time demands respect. 
Right now he is telling Willow and me that it’s time 
to get up and put another log on the fire.  

Because horsetail in raw form is gritty and 
indigestible, it's better to use liquid extracts of 
the plant for your dog.
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Cold Comfort

Do you live in a very cold 
climate? Check out these 
super-warm, durable, and 
comfortable dog coats. 
Selecting a winter coat for your dog can be as 
overwhelming as deciding what food to feed 
him and what type of collar or harness to use. 
There are so many styles, cuts, colors, fabrics, and 
functions!

OUR SELECTION CRITERIA
We asked dozens of dog-owner friends in 
northern climes for their recommendations 
and then chose the 10 most frequently cited 
“best” coats on the market to test. Every season, 
northern-dwelling dog owners are faced with a 
mish-mash of winter weather: seriously sub-zero 
temperatures; wet, crusty, or powdery snow; ice; 
and even freezing rain. Regardless, we’re out 
there with our dogs, whether for a quick potty 
break or an afternoon of outdoor fun! A good coat 
will be designed to handle all the various winter 
elements. This versatility is specifically what I 
looked for when testing coats for this review. 

To accomplish this, I tested the coats for warmth, 
water resistance, and the ability to put them on 
and take them off a dog easily. I also looked for 
comfort – the fit and fabric that best allowed ease 
of movement for active dogs.

Most of the products I reviewed are pricey. In 
truth, I wasn’t looking for a bargain. If you’re out 
with your dog in a seriously cold winter climate, 
you need serious gear.

All of the coats we selected to review came well-
recommended by friends, so it stands to reason 
that all of the products in this review will receive 
favorable ratings. (Believe us, there are countless 
crummy coats out there; wecouldn’t begin to list 

them all.) But of course, we developed our own 
favorites among the products we tested. 

OUR FAVORITE DOG COATS 
Top Pick: Hurtta Extreme Warmer 
Let’s start with our favorite. The interior of the 
Extreme Warmer coat is lined with reflective 
material designed to conserve body heat, 
allowing for a design that’s lightweight and not 
at all bulky (it's pictured on this page).

There is a soft, lightweight neck warmer, also 
lined with reflective material and fully adjustable. 
The coat is easy to put on and take off, but must 
be fitted over the dog’s head. We noted that 
the neck warmer is like a long, loose turtleneck, 
making a good over-the-head fit imperative. This 
can be a problem for dogs who are sensitive to 
fitting their head through things. But for those 
who are fine with it, the neck warmer is a very 
good feature.

The back is adjustable for length, and once the 
perfect length is acquired, the bottom “skirt” can 
be secured with a snap several inches below the 
dog’s tail. This prevents the back of the coat from 
slipping sideways off the loin (lower back). 

There are also leg straps like you’d find on a 
horse blanket, and while they are made of a soft, 
stretchy fabric, we can see how they might cause 
some discomfort for an intact male dog. The good 
news is that they don’t appear to be mandatory. 
The coat easily stays in place without them.
There are two slits on the back for both a collar 

Our favorite:  
the Hurtta  

Extreme Warmer
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and a harness attachment – a feature that many 
coats lack. Each slit is covered with a little flap to 
prevent snow or rain from easily getting inside 
the coat.

The front skirt and chest protector are both very 
well-designed and allow for full range of shoulder 
and leg motion. The outside of the coat is lined 
with reflective strips for nighttime safety, and 
since darkness falls around 4 p.m. during the 
winter months, this is a very handy feature.

Chilly Dogs’ Great White North Coat 
Of all of the coats we tested, this coat offers the 
best range of motion for the dog, making it a 
great candidate for highly active dogs (pictured 
on page 14).

It slips over the head and has two adjustable 
points at the waist, one made with hook-and-loop 
(Velcro-like) fastener and the other with straps. 
The hook-and-loop patches are very wide, making 
the adjustment options more flexible. On the 
down side, a larger hook-and-loop patch also 
makes more noise. We’d suggest doing some prep 
work with your dog to help him make a positive 
association with the sound before placing the 
coat on his body.

The coat is lightweight, waterproof on the 
outside, and lined on the inside with a synthetic 

fleece. It includes reflective tubing for nighttime 
safety. The full front design keeps belly fur nice 
and dry. The only part of the coat that isn’t 
waterproof is the fleece neck warmer, which 
would get soaked in rain.

The range of sizing is one of the best on the 
market – it will fit little dogs just as well as large 
dogs. The company is reputed for their excellent 
customer service when it comes to selecting 
the correct size. There are no slits for a collar or 
harness, and when contacted about this, the 
company explained that wearing a harness 
beneath the coat tends to negatively affect how 
well the coat stays in place on the dog. 

The Hurtta Summit Parka
The Summit Parka (seen in the photo on this 
page) is the next best thing to Hurtta’s headliner, 
The Extreme Warmer (our top pick). It’s very 
lightweight and the interior is lined with soft 
fleece. 

The collar is worn high and acts as a neck warmer. 
It’s adjustable in two spots. Like the Extreme 
Warmer, the coat is easy to put on and take off, 

 The product has no redeeming value that we can 
appreciate. 

 We are including the product only because of its 
potential for improvement.

  The product has some value, as well as some 
serious flaws. Some of its features may be useful in 
certain applications. 

   A good product, with one or two significant 
flaws. 

    As good as it gets. We strongly endorse the 
product.

WDJ’s Product Ratings

the Hurtta  
Summit Parka 
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WDJ Rating
Company and Product Name
Available From Price

Number/Range of
Sizes Available

Color 
Options Comments

CHILLY DOGS  
GREAT WHITE NORTH
Available from chillydogs.ca (Canada) 
and from a few U.S. retailers, including 
crosspeakproducts.com  
(800-918-7492) 

$90 to 
$145

28 sizes (includes 
long & lean 

for breeds like 
Dachshunds and 

sight hounds)

8 Lightweight, waterproof outer shell, breathable and 
machine washable. Rated to -22F. Incredible size 
variation. Renowned customer service. Best range of 
motion. No opening for leash attachment.

HURTTA EXTREME WARMER
Available from some retail locations 
worldwide (see hurtta.com). In the 
U.S., best prices and widest range of 
sizes found on amazon.com

$84 to $94 9 sizes 5 Highly water resistant and breathable outer shell, 
reflective inner lining, adjustable length, full range 
of motion. Collar and harness openings for leash 
attachment.

HURTTA SUMMIT PARKA
Available from some retail locations 
worldwide (see hurtta.com). In the 
U.S., best prices and widest range of 
sizes found on amazon.com

$34 to $78 13 sizes 4 Lightweight. Fleece-lined interior. Adjustable length. 
Full range of motion. Harness opening for leash 
attachment.

POMPPA TOPPA POMPPA
Pomppa is a Finnish company.  
Products available in the U.S. and 
Canada from cleanrun.com  
(800-311-6503)

$64 to $79 12 sizes 6 Waterproof outer shell. Very warm, great range of 
motion, stays in place. A bit bulky and noisy. Collar 
opening for leash attachment.

CHILLY DOGS TRAIL BLAZER
Widest selection of sizes and colors 
from chillydogs.ca (Canada). Also 
available from a few U.S. retailers, 
including crosspeakproducts.com 
(800-918-7492) 

$76 to 
$127 

24 (includes long 
& lean for breeds 
like Dachshunds 

and sight hounds)

4 Three season coat. Waterproof outer shell, breathable 
and machine washable. Lined with micro-fleece. Rated 
to 15F. No opening for leash attachment.

MOUNTAIN MUTT DOG COATS
POWERSHIELD  WINTER COAT
Available from 
mountainmuttdogcoats.com  
(303-527-0850)

$147 - 
$167

6, with 2 
additional length 

variations

6 Very lightweight and flexible. Goes on like a blanket 
(not pulled over the dog’s head). Superb, personal 
customer service. Company offers *free* custom- 
tailoring and alterations for fit. Collar opening for leash 
attachment. Five percent of annual sales donated to 
CSU’s Flint Animal Cancer Center.

RUFFWEAR QUINZEE JACKET
Available from Ruffwear.com 
(888-783-3932). Some sizes/colors are 
available at a lower cost from various 
online retailers (use a search engine)

$80
 

6 sizes 3 Lightweight, packable, machine washable, neck zipper 
for custom fitting. A little noisy. No opening for leash 
attachment.

FOGGY MOUNTAIN DOG COATS’
NYLON TURNOUT COAT
Made by Foggy Mountain Dog Coats. 
Available from various retailers, 
including truefitdogcoats.com  
(301-799-1477) 

$49 to 
$103 

14 (also offers 
breed-specific 

sizing)

10 Very warm. Water and wind-repellant. Fleece inner 
lining. Machine washable. Designed like a horse 
blanket. No opening for leash attachment; D-ring 
present on back of coat – and since the front fastens 
only with a hook-and-loop strip, we wouldn’t 
recommend attaching a leash to the D-ring.

MUTTLUKS BELTED COAT
Available in the U.S. from muttluks.
com (888-688-8585) and in Canada 
from muttluks.ca

$50 to 
$130 

14 sizes 6 Warm, but bulky. Water resistant and washable. Leg 
strap material can be irritating. Goes on like a horse 
blanket (does not need to be pulled over the dog’s 
head). Collar opening for leash attachment. 

OUR FAVORITE WINTER COATS Listed by rating, then alphabetically by company 
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but must be pulled on over the dog’s head.
The back is adjustable for length and covers a 
dog’s behind nicely, although there’s nothing to 
secure it in place once it’s adjusted (except those 
stretchy leg straps we’re not big fans of). The 
overall design covers the chest and tummy well, 
and allows for full range of motion for the active 
dog.

There’s a single slit on the back for a harness 
attachment, covered with a flap to keep your 
dog’s back dry. The flap is semi-sealable with a 
couple of well-positioned snaps.

Pomppa’s Toppa Pomppa
The Toppa Pomppa is made for serious cold (we 
wouldn’t expect anything else from a company 
based in Finland, with its very long and very cold 
winters!). The coat is very warm and covers the 
entire body really well. It allows for great range 
of motion – there’s lots of space for shoulders to 
move – and stays put even on highly active dogs. 

The coat features reflective piping and a split in 
the back of the skirt for the dog’s tail. It’s easy to 
adjust with a single strap, and the folded collar 
can be lifted to protect the neck against the wind.
There’s a handy slit at the collar level for leash 
attachment. It’s a bit noisy and bulky, but again – 
this one’s made for serious cold.

OUR THREE-PAW PRODUCTS
The next set of coats are also very nice products, 
but each presented us with something that made 
them less than ideal, in our estimation. 

Powershield Winter Coat
The Powershield is super lightweight and flexible. 
It goes on like a horse blanket – a convenient 
option for those dogs who aren’t keen on fitting 
their heads through things. It attaches with hook-
and-loop fasteners on the front and underneath 
at the dog’s tummy level. The collar can be folded 
down or straightened to keep the back of the 
neck warm. The coat model we tested has a wide 
opening at collar-level for leash attachment.

We sent Mountain Mutt our test dog’s 
measurements, and the company suggested that 
our dog would be best suited by a “Medium” size. 
But the coat we tested rested a little too low on 
the shoulders and restricted movement on our 
model. Fortunately, Mountain Mutt provides 
free alteration of the coats to ensure a perfect fit 
(shipping cost not included). The company also 
offers custom made coats for dogs whose body 
shapes are proportionately different from their 
in-stock sizes.

Chilly Dogs’ Trailblazer
The Trailblazer is similar to the Chilly Dogs coat to 
which we gave a four-paw rating (the Great White 
North) in that the majority of it is waterproof, it’s 
super lightweight, and has reflective tubing. The 
difference is that the Trailblazer has a single hook-

Chilly Dogs
Great White North

Pomppa's
Toppa Pomppa
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and-loop attachment (no straps or clips), the dog’s 
belly is partially covered, and only the front of the 
neck is made of stretchy fleece (it’s not a full neck 
warmer). 

It fits a little low on the shoulders and doesn’t 
provide as great a range of motion as the Great 
White North. Our model wasn’t particularly 
comfortable in the Trailblazer, and she normally 
wears anything! We are certain we used the 
correct size for her. This one also requires a 
harness to be fitted over it, as there are no collar 
or harness slits. Still, it’s a good quality coat.

Ruffwear’s Quinzee
The Quinzee offers a unique feature: It can be 
folded into a little built-in pouch, making it the 
only packable coat we tested. The polyester fabric 
and synthetic insulation make it very lightweight. 
There’s a bit of reflective piping, one strip on the 
front of the neck and one on the rear. There’s also 
a loop built into the back of the neck to attach a 
safety light sold by Ruffwear.

There’s a small zipper on the neck, facilitating 
getting the coat on and off. The adjustable waist 
strap is so neatly tucked into the design that we 
almost missed noticing it! The coat feels a little 
stiff; it doesn’t move side to side with the dog’s 
rear end. The interior is also lined with a polyester 
fabric, which seemed to contribute to the overall 
“noisiness” of the coat. Sound-sensitive dogs 
might balk at wearing it (or even just having it 
put on). There are no openings for a harness or 
collar, and the length of the coat’s collar would 
necessitate attaching the dog’s collar very high on 
his neck.

OUR TWO-PAW PRODUCTS
It feels a little harsh to rate these coats with only 
two paws, because, after all, we did find them to 
be quite useful for some applications. But each 
had a few more faults or quirks than the higher-
rated coats. 

Nylon Turnout Coat
The Nylon Turnout Coat is like a mini horse 
blanket, complete with criss-cross elastic belly 
straps and surcingle buckles. It’s super easy to put 
on and take off and doesn’t require a dog to fit 

his head through anything. There’s an additional 
hook-and-loop attachment on the front across the 
chest.

A D-ring on the back looks like it might be 
intended for a leash attachment. We looked 
at this from every angle and feel that it’s not 
trustworthy in that capacity, as a dog can 
successfully back out of the coat if determined 
enough, leaving you with a leash attached to an 
empty coat. It also wouldn’t be recommended for 
dogs who pull on leash, as the coat is only held 
together in the front by the hook-and-loop patch.

The coat provides lots of warmth across the back 
and sides, but as a trade-off, it’s a bit bulky, heavy, 
and not very flexible. While it’s a very good-
looking coat, and would help warm a sedentary 
dog, it’s not ideal for an active dog.

Muttluk’s Belted Coat 
The Belted Coat is thick and warm, albeit a little 
bulky. It goes on like a blanket (again, a plus for 
dogs who are concerned about gear that goes 
over their heads). It’s secured by two buttons 
on the front and an adjustable belt around the 
tummy. There are two built-in leg straps made of 
plain elastic, which our model found irritating.

The length of the coat is good, but the coat 
wouldn’t stay in position on our model without 
the use of the pesky elastic leg straps. The chest 
and upper part of the tummy are well-covered 
to conserve warmth. There’s a slit on the back at 
collar-level for leash attachment. 

To see a comprehensive list of all of 
our current eBook titles on canine 
training, behavior, nutrition and 

health, please visit us at:
www.whole-dog-journal.com/products

Your complete guide to natural dog care and training
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Winter Boots for 
Your Dog

Here are the results of our 
test of boots from four 
companies that specialize 
in rugged dog gear.
On a beautiful, sunny winter’s day in the Absaroka-
Beartooths near Yellowstone National Park in 
Montana, I’m out cross-country skiing with my two 
young dogs, swishing through miles of gorgeous, 
fluffy snow. The dogs romp happily for hours in 
temps just barely in the teens. As we turn the final 
corner to reach the truck, we hit a patch of wind-
hardened snow, and they both start punching 
through the crust every few steps and sinking down. 
I wince at the sound, worrying over torn-up feet and 
sore muscles from all the wonky, uneven stepping. 

Searching my pack for my keys, I watch as my Collie 
starts holding a paw painfully in the air. At quick 
glance, it looks like a pad is cracked either from the 
post-holing, the cold, or a combination of both.

After we arrive home and are sitting fireside, they 
doze off while I examine them for injuries from 
the day’s adventure, rubbing my favorite paw 
treatment (Paw Pudding from thescentproject.com) 
into their winter-weary pads. And I start to think 
about ways to better safeguard their feet when 
we’re out in harsh winter conditions, realizing it 
was time to do some research on boots.
\
When you ask someone why they wear winter 
boots, chances are that “warmth” will be the answer. 
It should come as no surprise, that this is also the 
reason most people consider boots for their dogs. 
But dogs have a physiological advantage over us in 
this arena.

As those working alongside canine athletes will 
attest, when you are in the field, on the job, or 
competing together, there’s no substitute for 
ongoing awareness of your dog’s physical condition 
– and his paws are top priority.

For sled dogs, the most common injuries they 
encounter are foot ailments caused by breaking 
through crusty, icy snow, and the accumulation of 
snow around the pad of the foot and between the 
toes. Boots are mandatory gear for races like the 
Iditarod, and mushers view them as an important 
tool for the prevention of splits in the webbing of 
the foot or cracks in the paw pads. 

If your four-legged sidekick is a hard-charging 
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Pointer out winter bird hunting, say, snow-abraded 
pads may not even slow her down the day the 
injury occurs, but will likely have some tender-
footed consequences the following morning. 
Monitoring feet for the first sign of injury and using 
boots to protect these from worsening is a top 
recommendation to keep a bird dog active in the 
field. 

“Once a paw is hurt, a dog can be out healing for 
two days or two weeks,” says Heath Smith, Program 
Director for Conservation Canines, an organization 
that trains and fields dog/handler teams to detect 
endangered species or their sign around the globe. 
“Boots are the first line of defense, protecting feet 
as they get scraped up in the hard snow in winter 
or walk across hot granite or lava rock in summer. 
When we are working in these rough conditions, 
we rely on boots to protect our dogs’ feet from these 
extremes so they can continue doing what they 
love.”

Using boots for warmth, it seems, takes a back seat 
to injury care and prevention to the ever-important 
paws for an active dog in the winter months. 

Even if you and your dog are just fresh off the 
couch, preparing to venture out for a stroll on the 
mean freshly salted city streets in winter, a boot 
can provide your dog the protection and stability 
needed to enjoy the outing when temperatures 
drop and ice and snow accumulate. And you will 
look for the same qualities in a boot whether you 
are walking a half-mile on a city street or skiing 20 
miles in the mountains.

MOST IMPORTANT CHARACTERISTICS
I spoke to veterinarians, mushers, skijorers, hunters, 
detection dog handlers, and members of an urban 
dog club to find out what they look for in a winter 
dog boot and why. They educated me on the most 
important characteristics of a good dog boot: 

 DURABILITY  If you are like me, boots are that 
piece of gear you know you’ll only use occasionally 
and so expect them to last many years. I looked for a 
good rubber sole to provide stability on slick surfaces 
and protect paws from the harsh elements. I also 
wanted a boot that is constructed to withstand the 
test of time without being excessively bulky. 

 FLEXIBILITY AND COMFORT  Dog boots need to 
be supple and flexible, especially at the dogs’ wrists 
and ankles. There are a surprising number of dog 
boots on the market that are stiff throughout, rising 
high on the leg, with a lot of straps to keep the boot 
in place, which can hinder movement and provides 
ample opportunity for a boot to do more damage to 
a foot than the elements! The best boots are not stiff.
Comfort is ultimately a matter of your dog’s 
personal preference and conformation, but, in 
general, look for boots with as little bulk as possible. 
Seams, zippers, and patches of hook-and-look 
material (such as Velcro) should be minimal, and 
nothing should feel rough on the inside of the boot. 
Anything that protrudes on the inside of the boot 
can cause sores on the dog’s foot or leg.

 VISIBILITY  Your dog will throw a boot. 
Guaranteed. Most likely during a blinding windy 
blizzard when you are in a hurry and lack both time 
and patience to go searching for a dog boot that’s run 
amok. In the darkness of winter, a black boot with a 
black sole will likely end up lost forever. Neon colors 
may not look becoming on your dog, but sometimes 
frugality eclipses aesthetics. 

OUR TOP PRODUCTS
The following four products were repeatedly 
recommended, so I bought a set of each and 
subjected them to months of testing. I recruited 
Mingus, “The Goose,” my 2-year-old Smooth-coated 
Collie to help me put these boots through their 
paces. As a vociferous protester of all matters that 
involve the handling of his feet, The Goose was 
the perfect candidate to teach me some tricks to 
help the most boot-reluctant dog accept wearing 
these awkward (at first) accoutrements. Here’s how 
each of the products met our selection criteria and 
performed during tests over the past few months:

 RUFFWEAR’S POLAR TREX WINTER DOG 

BOOTS 

This boot has a rugged Vibram outsole providing 
exceptional traction and paw protection from 
sharp, crusty snow and pretty much anything you 
could possibly encounter. I have to confess that 
finding Vibram soles (the durable rubber found on 
mountaineering boots) on a dog boot elicited some 
eye-rolling; it just seemed totally absurd to me. 
Listening to the handlers at Conservation Canines 
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(whose dogs are heavy 
users of Ruffwear boots) talk 
about the extreme hot and cold, 
snowy, icy conditions in which their 
dogs have used those boots year after year, and how 
well the soles survived – well, I changed my tune. 
Those Vibram soles are durability champs.

The Polar Trex is built much like Ruffwear’s popular 
Grip Trex boot with the addition of a zip-up low 
gaiter to keep snow out of the boot and a soft-shell 
upper that is weather resistant and breathable. 
It’s technical and durable without a lot of bulk. I’m 
dubious that the gaiter will successfully keep snow 
out, so I will likely seal the top with Vetrap, just to be 
doubly sure.

The boots have a lot of give, they flex easily, and 
have a soft liner, but it took some maneuvering to 
figure out how to cinch the hook-and-loop closure 
without the seams rubbing on The Goose’s leg. He 
threw a few boots, shaking them off in a fit, until 
I figured out what the problem was; this was an 
operator error, for sure. For him, adding a sock to the 
ensemble and some cinching awareness was all it 
took to get him up and running happily.

As far as visibility goes, I found that the boots I 
tested, moss green with a turquoise sole, showed up 
well on snow-covered ground, but disappeared a bit 
too easily in the grass. 

Ruffwear offers these boots in eight sizes, increasing 
the odds that a dog owner will be able to find a size 
with just the right fit for her dog. See the company’s 
boot fit guide (which has sizing instructions for 
all of Ruffwear’s boots, not just the Polar Trex) at 
ruffwear.com/dog-boots-fit-guide. A set of four 
retails for $100.

SUMMARY: Ruffwear’s Polar Trex boots are WDJ’s top 
pick for use on big winter adventures with your dog. 
They’d be perfect for excursions in snowy, cold, icy, 
blustery days in the mountains, and are the best 
candidates among those we tested for hiking in 
deep or crusty snow.

 HURTTA'S OUTBACK DOG BOOTS

With a soft, pliable rubber sole, the Hurtta Outback 
boots provide less traction and paw protection than 
Ruffwear’s Polar Trex boots, but they definitely still 
get the job done. These soles may not last as long 
as the Vibram soles on the Ruffwear boots, but 
if you aren’t trekking through the Rockies every 
weekend, your dog may not need require this level 
of durability. 

The boots flex freely and easily and have a soft liner. 
The hook-and-loop fasteners that close and tighten 
the boots are perfectly placed, and are constructed 
so they don’t rub the dogs’ feet. The Goose was up 
and running in these boots almost immediately 
and never once tried to flick them off. These were 
definitely a big hit for him from the very beginning. 
Their super-light weight and great flexibility made 
these the perfect boot to help him adjust to the idea 
of being booted.

These black and gray boots would be nearly 
impossible to locate in the dark, but they do have 
3M reflective piping, which helps if you scan the 
ground with a headlamp or flashlight. The reflective 
material could also help a driver spot your dog from 
a great distance if you were walking on a road or 
sidewalk in the dark.

Ruffwear's Polar 
Trex boots

Hurtta's 
Outback 

Boots
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The boots are available in five sizes, from Small 
to XX Large. For sizing instructions, see hurtta.
com/EN/SizeTracker/Outback%20Boots. They 
are sold in pairs, as the company says you might 
need one size for the front paws and a different 
size for the back paws. They retail for about $30 
per pair.

SUMMARY: Hurtta’s Outback Dog Boots are great 
all-around winter boots. They will serve your dog 
well on longer hikes or shorter walks around the 
’hood. 

 KURGO'S STEPNSTROBE DOG SHOES

The thick rubber outsoles on these boots provide 
traction and paw protection, but they are a bit 
heavy and bulky; it took my faithful test dog 
some time to adjust to them – and I have to 
admit that he was never perfectly comfortable 
with them on. While they have what seemed to 
me to be sufficient flex, they are the stiffest of 
the boots that I tested on The Goose. Every time I 
put the boots on him, he would stand frozen for 
a bit, seemingly unsure if he could even pick up 
his newly weighed-down feet. 

That said, the seams inside the boot are soft, 
and didn’t rub at all on shorter excursions; 
given The Goose’s discomfort with these boots, I 
limited his time in them to less than an hour on 
each outing, so I can’t actually testify that they 
wouldn’t rub on a longer hike. The well-placed 
hook-and-loop closure and ankle cord kept this 
boot securely on without irritation.

Here's the reality: Your dog is unlikely 
to be happy the first time you put boots 
on him, but if you go about the process 
slowly, with lots of positive reinforcement 
for his cooperation – and without forcing 
the issue or making him wear the boots 
for too long at first – he will soon adjust 
and accept the protective footwear. g is 
unlikely to be .

My Collie’s frenetic foot-handling 
phobia was cured when drops of bacon-
flavored Cheez Whiz began falling from 
the sky. With this magic potion, I was 
able to slowly, peacefully, and with 
only minimal protest, introduce him to 
wearing boots. It took just 10 minutes 
every day for a week.

 While showering him with Cheez 
Whiz, I’d put boots on his front feet, then 
we’d run around and play for about five 
minutes. Then I’d take them off and put 
them on his back feet, following the 
same routine. 

It took four days of this before The 
Goose would move normally with the 
boots on both the front and back feet. 
Then and only then did I put boots on 
all four of his feet, during a hailstorm of 
Cheez Whiz. 

We did this for three days in a row, with 
no single boot session lasting more than 
10 minutes or so. It took about an hour 
total, over the space of a week, to help 
him understand that boots aren’t so bad 
after all. Now, he’s happy getting booted 
– but I still bring the Cheez Whiz. 

Your complete guide to natural dog care and training

BOOTING YOUR DOG:

Kurgo's Step-
N-Strobe Dog 
Shoes
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When it comes to the visibility of a lost boot, 
being a bit bulkier is a benefit. The yellow-orange 
color makes these easier to spot as well, and they 
have reflective panels, which is another bonus for 
spotting a stray boot with a flashlight in the dark. 
The “strobe” in the name of the product refers 
to little lights in the boots (similar to the ones 
seen in shoes for toddlers) that flash as the dog’s 
feet strike the ground. They are powered by 
tiny batteries, which the company describes as 
“long-lasting sealed batteries for water-resistant 
activity.” The batteries are not replaceable but 
are covered for one year from the date of original 
purchase.

The lights on the left side of the dog flash red, 
and the ones on the right side flash green, which 
theoretically informs you about the direction 
of the dog’s travel. Sailors and aviators would 
get it immediately, as the red and green lights 
on boats and planes are similarly situated, but 
it wasn’t intuitive to me, so I didn’t find it that 
useful – and this part of the boot is difficult to 
see if you are in a grassy, rocky, or snowy area. It 
was, however, noticed by the driver of a car when 
we were walking across a street, as the driver 
kindly informed me, “Love those light-up shoes!”

The Step-n-Strobe boots are sold for $60 for a 
set of four. They come in six sizes, from XX Small 
to X Large. See kurgo.com/outdoor-gear/step-n-
strobe-dog-shoes/ for sizing instructions.

SUMMARY: Kurgo’s Step-n-Strobe boots would 
be our top pick for situations where nighttime 
visibility is a concern. If most of your winter 
adventures take place before or after work and 
in town, these are worth considering, given their 
reflective patches and blinking lights on the 
sides.

 ULTRA PAWS’ 

RUGGED DOG BOOTS

The outsoles on these boots are soft and pliable, 
and provide just enough traction to prevent 
slipping on icy concrete or wood or linoleum 
flooring. Mountaineer-grade soles aren’t needed 
in town, but your dog will appreciate the light 
rubber layer these outsoles put between his paw 

pads and salt and other hazards on the sidewalk. 
As far as flexibility goes, these are highly pliable 
boots with good padding at the top where the 
hook-and-loop closure cinches. 

The Goose was distracted by something about 
the boots at first, and, after some trial and error, 
I discovered the seams on the inside of the boot 
were the culprit. With a sock, he was happy 
to wear these and moved comfortably, but I’d 
suggest paying close attention to make sure 
the seams are not irritating the sides of your 
dog’s paws, and would use these boots for light 
excursions only.

I purchased the all-black version of these boots, 
but I’d recommend getting the boots in red 
instead, even if your dog wears these only in the 
house (for traction), to help you find any boot 
that goes astray. Someday I’ll find the run-away 
boot in hiding in my house or yard, but months 
later it still hasn’t turned up.

Ultra Paws Rugged Dog Boots are sold as a set of 
four for about $38 (we found a lot of variation 
in price among online retailers). They are 
available in four sizes, from Small to X Large. See 
ultrapaws.com/ultra-paws-rugged-dog-boots/ 
for sizing information.

SUMMARY: The Ultra Paws Rugged Dog Boots are 
the most affordable option for protecting your 
dog’s feet from the elements (including salt and 
de-icing chemicals) on shorter winter outings on 
roads and sidewalks. 

Ultra Paws' Rugged 
Dog Boots
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PRO TIPS FOR BEST WEAR

Do everything you can to get boots that are the 

right size for your dog; if your dog falls close to the 

border between sizes, order both and return the 

ones that don’t fit. If they seem too big or too small, 

walking in them for any length of time can do real 

damage to his feet, or aggravate any already sore 

muscles or fragile tendons and ligaments he may 

have. 

In some cases, even with a good fit, you have to do 

a bit of extra work to protect your dog’s feet from 

his boots, just like you might have to with your own 

hiking boots. People who use dog boots daily in the 

winter use the following techniques to make sure 

their dogs are comfortable: 

 

WRAP IT UP: Securing the top of each boot 

with a length of Vetrap (or any other brand of self-

adherent, stretchy bandage, available from better 

pet supply stores or online) holds the boot in place 

and seals the top of the boot to prevent snow, dirt 

and rocks from getting inside.

DECLAW CONSIDERATIONS: I wrapped non-

adhesive moleskin around the leg, placing it under 

each dewclaw and securing it with a short piece 

of Vetrap. Cotton padding (the kind that comes in 

a roll and can be torn off in pieces) could be used 

instead, but I opted for a slightly 

thicker material after a few 

enthusiastic rounds of 

romping in boots started to show some wear on the 

cotton. 

PADDED ACCOUNT: Several heavy users of dog 

boots recommended putting cotton between my 

dog’s paw pads to help prevent chafing. My Collie 

was against this entirely and refused to move with 

cotton-padded feet, so for now we’re skipping this 

step. 

SOCK OPTIONS: For day-long adventures, using 

socks or boot liners can help prevent chafing and 

keep dewclaws (if your dog has them) in place. I 

used baby socks, which worked well. Ruffwear is 

the only maker of dog boots that also sells boot 

liners ($15 for a set of four Bark’n Boot boot liners; 

see ruffwear.com/Barkn-Boot-Liners). Note that the 

online reviews from users of the boot liners are 

decidedly mixed. They seem to work great for some 

dogs and irritate others.

Even with baby socks or the Bark’n Boot boot liners, 

I saw early signs of wear, so I used the moleskin 

wrap (described above) and the socks or liners with a 
better result. I highly recommend wrapping the top 

of the sock with Vetrap, too; it’s the final step that 

keeps dirt, pebbles, and snow out of the boots. 

Nothing is worse than a rock in your shoe!  

Finally, just remember to keep a close eye on your 

dog while he’s wearing boots. Check frequently 

to make sure they are in position, not slipping or 

twisted. If your dog lies down, or holds up or 

favors a booted paw, stop immediately 

and check to see if the boot has moved 

out of position or chafed. 
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Going "Potty" in 
Nasty Weather

Five things to do when 
your dog won't potty  
outside in bad weather.
Nasty, cold, blowing, snowing, sleeting, rainy day 
out and your dog won’t go out to potty? I can 
relate; I don’t much like to go out in bad weather 
either. Help is on the way. Here are five things 
you can do to help improve your dog’s winter 
“eliminate outside” outlook: 

(1) Go out with her. She may be much more 
willing to brave the elements if her beloved 
human is with her. If you go with her you can 
keep her mind on her business, use her potty cue, 
get her to eliminate more quickly, and you will 
know if she’s empty or not. 

(2) Condition her to wear a coat and boots. If 
she’s a short-coated, easily frozen kind of dog 
(think Chihuahua), you can hardly blame her for 
not wanting to go out on those wet, windy, or 
freezing days. When she’s happy to wear a coat, 
select the appropriate one for her from her ample 
wardrobe – a sweater for cool, blustery, fall days; a 
raincoat for wet ones; and a comfy down vest over 
the sweater for the days with real hypothermia 
potential. 

(3) Carry a large umbrella. A big golf umbrella 
can completely protect a small-to-medium-sized 
dog from rain and snow, and partially protect a 
large one. While your thick-coated Great Pyrenees 
and water-resistant Labradors ought to be able 
to tolerate a little inclement weather, your thin-
coated Great Dane might object. Remember to 
condition your dog to love your umbrella before 
you actually use it for weather purposes. 

(4) Build a covered potty area outside, and shovel a 

path to it. Your dog will be happier to do her stuff 
outside if she has a spot that’s sheltered from wind 
and blowing snow or rain. Make it as close to the 
house as possible, so she doesn’t have to go far 
to get to it, and you don’t have to shovel as much 
snow. Be sure to build the shelter tall enough that 
you can stand under it, too! 

(5) Teach her to use an indoor litter box. Or at least 
put a litter box in your garage, or on your covered 
porch. The cold-aversive part of me thinks this 
is the best solution of all. If your dog has been 
really well trained not to go indoors you may 
need to start with teaching her to use her litter 
box outside, and when she’ll use it there, bring it 
indoors. At least you can do the training on warm 
sunny days, and use one or more of the other 
options to protect her outside on nasty days, until 
you’re ready to move the box indoors. 

Also, Purina makes small litter boxes and 
“SecondNature,” a litter especially for dogs 
(although many dog owners use cat litter in their 
dog litter boxes). Some pet owners find puppy 
“pee pads” to be an adequate replacement for a 
litter box. But there are also a number of products 
on the market that simulate a bit of lawn for your 
dog’s indoor elimination. The “Porch Potty” and the 
“Pet a Potty” are both boxes that accommodate 
the use of either real or artificial grass turf and 
contain any liquid runoff. The Ugodog is a similar 
system that employs the use of a mesh grating 
instead of a grass or grass-like surface for the dog 
to eliminate on. 

Some dogs have a real dislike for inclement weather.
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