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Selecting for the Best Hips - Part 1
There is no dispute that the debilitating effects of hip dysplasia can be devastating to not only the individual dog but also a breeding program.  For a hunting breed like the Wirehaired Pointing Griffon such a condition must be eliminated as much as possible in the gene pool in order to preserve the breed’s ability to physically perform its job. In a polygenetic disease like HD, it is currently impossible to identify the exact genes that contribute to the disease. But, through professional, unbiased evaluation of phenotypic hip quality, responsible breeders are better able to eliminate those dogs with inferior hip structure from their breeding programs in an effort to reduce HD. 

Among several methods by which to evaluate hips, the Orthopedic Foundation for Animals (OFA) has long been the method most Griffon breeders have used. By using a single radiographic standard hip extended view, OFA makes a visually subjective evaluation of the hip joint’s laxity and the presence of degenerative joint disease at the time of exam.  Its reports are easy to understand and the OFA website provides ready access to individual results, pedigrees and statistics in each breed.  In a recent interview with Greg Keller, D.V.M., Chief of Veterinary Services at OFA he explained, “Hip dysplasia is currently accepted to be an inherited disease caused by the interaction of multiple genes.  In animals that are genetically predisposed, there are unknown complex interactions of genes with the environment that bring about the degree of phenotypic expression; i.e., mild, moderate or severe hip dysplasia of those genes within an individual.  It is important to understand that heritability estimates do not refer to the degree of inheritance but rather to the degree that the added genetic component is reflected in phenotype.”  He went on further to explain, “At this time, selectively breeding for normal hips is the only means to reduce the genetic frequency in hip dysplasia.  OFA pooled data shows that there is a direct correlation between the phenotypic appearance of the breeding pair and the resulting risk to progeny for canine hip dysplasia.”

The voluntarily submitted radiographs evaluated by OFA have shown a definite improvement over time in the hips of our Griffons.  Present statistics show that 82.9% of Griffons evaluated by OFA are in the good and excellent ranges.  About breeding fair dogs Dr. Keller noted, “In the Wirehaired Pointing Griffon with such a high percentage of excellent and good ratings the dogs with fair hip status probably should not be bred.” Why breed to the bottom 17.1% of the Griffon gene pool?  One does not have to look very far in the pedigree of a dysplastic Griffon to find plenty of fair relatives. The conclusion is logical: breeding dogs with inferior hip quality will produce more dogs with inferior hip quality. The reverse can also be concluded. 

Unfortunately, many cases of HD in the general Griffon population remain unknown because X-ray submission to OFA is voluntary and because not all Griffons have hips evaluated. Is an OFA rating enough in determining whether a dog’s genetic hip health is of breeding quality?  Does the subjective evaluation of hip joint laxity and the presence of degenerative joint disease give us the entire picture? In my next column, I will present the PennHip version of hip joint evaluation.
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