LEARNING TO LIVE WITH YOUR  BELGIAN SHEPHERD
Each variety of Belgian Shepherd has its’ own character and the Malinois or Laekenois can be quite a challenge even to those who have previously owned Groenendael and Tervueren. He has an enquiring mind and, despite the wishes of his owner, will often pursue his quest for knowledge. Downright nosy he can try your patience with his “just got to find out for myself” mentality. Bred to work on his own initiative he may be strong willed and to the novice can appear stubborn or unresponsive. Despite this he can be ultra-sensitive and require much patience to become a well trained companion .My own opinion is that a sedentary life as a pet is just not enough to satisfy his thirst for something to keep him occupied. Of course there will always be exceptions but as a rule the Belgian Shepherd is never happier than when learning something.

            The Belgian Shepherd is a devoted canine and if brought up with a firm but fair approach will give you 110% if not more. What does this mean?

             I spend a lot of time explaining this to potential puppy owners and quite often they decide that this breed is just too exacting for them, they would rather have a GSD not a full-time project. From the minute you take your puppy home you are imprinting his mind. Set down house rules: -

            If you do not want him to sleep on your bed or furniture do not allow this from the start.

            If you do not want a large, agile dog jumping up as an adult do not let him do it as a puppy.

            If you do not want him to make a lot of noise do not let this start at an early age.

            Training should be short and very repetitive-----you will find him an easy dog to train and may think that you are going to be able to work him in top classes at an early age .You will find the first few weeks exciting and the window of learning is open, he is a sponge and you must ensure that he sees as much as possible from 7/8 weeks old and try to ensure that nothing scares him. After the initial inoculation carry him everywhere, let him experience the world from the safety of your arms. If something frightens him do not make an issue of it. So many people make the mistake of soothing their puppy and holding him close, this will only reinforce his fear that something is wrong. If he snaps or growls at someone do not stand for it, a shake and a growl from you and he must be made to accept that if you say someone can stroke him then he must be stroked. Remember that this is a breed that has been bred in the past to be wary of strangers and often the best way to introduce people is to tell them to ignore the dog, do not eye contact him, and his natural curiosity will be too much for him to stay away too long. Any unacceptable behaviour must be quashed but think what he sees, this is an important issue. A neighbour pops his head up over the fence to see the new addition--------a body-less human!!! A person bends over cooing at your puppy--------a giant stooping down to eat him. Get down to his level and your perspective will change.

           So now you have a puppy, which is receptive and amazingly well behaved. He has learnt so quickly that you just can’t resist teaching him things that your friends’ pup would not be able to grasp. 

                      Then you hit the wall.

   Everyday things spook him, simple exercises have suddenly been forgotten and you despair that he is just stupid -. Go back to basics---start again and build up his confidence again---frustrating yes but you may have to keep going back to basics many times, or even give him some time out to grow up a bit-----you must keep everything fun and exciting. A handy tip to remember that you will get most results if you let your puppy believe that everything was his idea in the first place and you are joining in his games.

           Quite often I teach the basics and then just do not advance with training for some months. Between 8-10 months until 18 months we just cover the basic exercises and have fun together. Suddenly you will see a change in his attitude and he will want to learn something new----go back to basics once more and then just build on it. Stupid? NO but like an adolescent child he just needs time for his mind to catch up with his growth.

        If you hit a stumbling block with his training now look to yourself, have you bored him? Can he not see the point of fetching something that you instantly throw away again? The Belgian Shepherd likes to see the point of an exercise and then will do your bidding with enthusiasm. Easily bored he is not like a Border Collie who will fetch a ball all day, nor can he be coerced into doing something-------you get one of two reactions: - do it yourself or push off! This is a breed with a brain and you have to be two steps ahead at all times.

           The Belgian Shepherd is also a high-energy dog, which requires plenty of exercise, free-running, leaping and playing--------with you. He can become destructive if left to his own devices and early crate-training can save you a new kitchen, shoes, garden or just save him from electrocuting himself. A lot of people do not like confining a puppy but this is the best time to start when he can have his own space, bed, and toys, away from the rest of the family. Also it ensures he gets sufficient rest when he needs it most---pop him in when you know he is tired---always busy there are not enough hours in a day to investigate things. You need a rest too so pop him in his crate with a toy or chew and have a sit down and a cup of coffee .As I write this my puppy Cougar has taken himself into the comfort of his crate with the door open. When I shut the door and go to bed he will sleep the night away and be quiet until I get up again. He does not think of it as punishment but as his safe place, he has learnt that if he makes a noise nothing happens, I do not open the door until he is quiet. I can travel him safely in a vehicle, visit friends and pop him in a crate so he doesn’t chew something he is not supposed to, and he gets lots of quality rest. If we ever get visitors who do not like dogs (rare) or if we have people over to dinner and don’t want a puppy landing on their plate he goes to bed, without fuss.

            A lot of people are under the impression that the Malinois being a short-coated dog does not need grooming. Believe me when a Malinois moults it makes his friends the Tervueren and Groenendael seem hairless. Get your puppy used to being groomed from an early age, as you will spend a lot of time brush in hand later on. Get him used to having his nails cut and handle his head, teeth and ears regularly. Check his pads, tail and if a male his testicles as this area can get a bit of a no-go zone once testosterone kicks in.

         Socialisation with other dogs is a must and do not accept any aggression on his part. Both sexes can get a bit bossy and the teenage stage can try your patience.

          The Belgian Shepherd also has a sensitive side which some people wrongly perceive as nervous, yes there are nervous dogs but on the whole he just dislikes being chastised loudly and/or unfairly. If he is put into a situation where he feels threatened or claustrophobic he will throw himself around. Try to force him to the floor roughly into a down and he will thrash around wildly giving the impression that you are trying to kill him; make it a game of how quickly can  he fall to the ground and he will join in the fun with lightening speed.

           How did I forget food? Most Belgian Shepherds will go through hoops for a mere crumb of food and you can  generally use this to your advantage----I tend to only use it as a back up as once the dog does an exercise for food he is not so keen when you haven’t got any or want to cut it out. The Belgian Shepherd has a great sense of wanting to please his master and for most of his training praise can be sufficient. This is a two- way partnership, give him no cause to distrust your judgement and he will do your bidding with enthusiasm.   

          In the house the Belgian Shepherd is a vigilant guard dog, he must learn to accept those  that you invite into your home and be warned he can give a sly nip to a retreating bottom and appear totally innocent. Start the way you mean to go on, if needs be put him on a lead or into his crate until your visitors are seated and then let him go to them in his own time.
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