Tips for Jack Russell Racing Safety

By:  Bob Franklin, CT

In the over 25 years  I have been racing my Jack Russell Terriers, changes and safety improvements have been tremendous.  In early days, we had too many injuries and even one or two deaths of our terriers from racing.  But, we have learned from our mistakes and for several years now, there been few if any serious terrier injuries that occurred during sanctioned trial JRT racing.  This is wonderful and makes this exciting part of our JRT Trials even more enjoyable.

Perhaps the most significant safety improvement came from using, foam jumps covered with tough, white, nylon reinforced, vinyl fabric.  These jumps are flexible and soft and if a terrier misjudges and collides with a jump, they just tumble and are not injured like they might be by sudden collision with a hard, solid, immovable jump such as sewer pipes, wooden jumps or even log jumps that were used in the past.  Foam jumps can also be attached to the fencing using “D” rings on each end so they do not change position when dogs bump the jumps. That way jumps are always in the same location for following dogs instead of being moved in disarray as can happen when using light, curtain drain, PVC pipe jumps. Jump heights between 12 and 14 inches for adults that can be laid down on their sides to make an 8 inch jump for puppies work best.  

Another major improvement in racing equipment is using foam finish barriers.  These finish barriers are made from a dense, bed quality foam that is at least 6 inches thick (8 – 10 inches is better but more expensive in these days of high oil prices since foam is an oil generated product).  The barrier should be at least 6 feet wide and 4 feet high.   The “foam mattress” finish barriers should be covered with light beige or yellow nylon, reinforced, vinyl fabric.  The reason for using a color that is different from the white jumps is that when a dog looks down the track while racing, it can see the difference between jumps and finish barrier.  Try it yourself sometime to see exactly what the terrier sees as they race headlong down the race-track.  By using a light colored finish barrier,  the finish hole itself appears much darker than the light color of the finish barrier fabric.

The barrier finish hole should be no wider than 6 inches and a minimum of 20 inches tall.  These dimensions allow one dog to pass through easily, but if another dog hits it from behind and causes the first dog’s head or chin to rise, the front dog’s nose will not hit the top of the finish hole and possibly injure or even break its neck. A finish hole any wider than 6 inches can allow two or even three dogs to pass through at the same time thus complicating judging the order of finish.  Fasten the finish barrier at the outside edges only with  “D” rings affixed at several places along each outside edge to slide down over a pipe or lightning rod that is driven into the ground to hold the barrier in place. Racetrack fencing is then attached snugly to the rods/pipes holding finish barrier.  Even if two or three dogs hit finish hole at the same time, there is ample flexing of entire foam finish to make it very unlikely dogs hitting along side the hole will be injured.   Instead, they will slide through the hole after the lead dog or they might even bounce back.  No matter what happens, the finish barrier is still in the proper location instead of moving which can happen when several digs hit a hay bale finish barrier all at once.  

NEVER place a piece of plywood or other immovable backing behind a finish barrier  because a foam finish barrier loses its flexibility when backed with stationary plywood.  

Keep in mind that hay bales, which are sometimes used for the finish barrier, can weigh up to 50 pounds and when a 12 – 15 pound terrier collides with a hay bale – especially if there is immovable plywood behind - the terrier is going to stop immediately and violently.  This sudden stop is when many racing injuries have occurred in the past.  Also, never place the two bales creating the finish hole with the ends toward the racing dogs (which some feel it makes it easier for the judge to determine finish order and this is sometimes even done behind a foam finish barrier).  This placement makes those bales have far more friction on the ground in the direction the dogs are moving and makes the bales considerably more stationary thus greatly increasing danger of dog injury.  Another major advantage of a foam finish barrier is that dogs do not get their eyes scratched from  stalk ends of  hay that stick out from hay bales.

JRTCA racing rules specify a race-track must be minimum of 50 yards long from start-box to finish-barrier.  However, nearly all “hard core” racing enthusiasts much prefer a longer track - a minimum of 75 yards being preferred by most.  Most of us think that “even longer is better”. A longer track means the race is not nearly so dependent on the ability of the terriers to adjust and get a quick start out of the myriad of types of start boxes used (from grill front to wire front to clear plastic).  The longer track also tends to spread the competitors out more thus making it less likely that there will be collisions at the finish when two or more terriers arrive simultaneously.  If there is a slope to the area of the race track, ALWAYS make the terriers RUN UP-HILL to further spread them out and to slow their speed slightly at the finish.

Start box safety is a much debated topic.  Always try to make the interior of the box compartments free of any sharp edges.  Some prefer to have the floor of the box be open so the terriers can dig their toenails into the earth during their starts.  If a solid floor is used, then always use strong rug material for the floor, but often this begins to unravel and can even catch a terrier’s foot if not watched carefully.  If a floor is used, then try to make the drop from the box to the ground outside as minimal as possible so the terriers don’t stumble when exiting the start boxes.  

The material used for the front of start boxes varies from steel grating, to wire cloth (with small squares) to plexiglass.  Steel lasts the longest but must be carefully ground to eliminate any sharp edges and must be small enough openings to avoid dogs from biting and possibly catching their canine teeth.  Same goes for the wire fronts.  Plexiglass is probably the safest, but in time it becomes so scratched by dog toenails or coated with mud to almost become opaque and hard for the dogs to see out.  Also, some dogs not used to a plexiglass front will bash their heads into the glass trying to get at the lure because they don’t recognize the concept of a clear front and think they can exit through the front.  Once dogs learn about the plexiglass, most are okay, but it is very noticeable when dogs not familiar to the plexiglass front are put into this type of box.  They are often at a disadvantage because they may ram the front when the lure starts to move and then must back off and are in the process of re-positioning themselves when the front does go up so are behind from the begnning compared to the dog that if familiar with a plexiglass front.

It is also advisable to make a minimum of the top half (or even two-thirds) of the front of the start box blocked for forward vision by the terriers with paint, plywood, or black duct  tape so the terriers must crouch down, usually on all fours, to be able to see down the track.  This helps prevent terrier injury from breaking toenails scratching at the wire/grate fronts or banging heads on the clear plexi-glass fronts thinking that it can run through the clear glass.  If the lure runners are requested to drop the lure at least 6 feet away from the front of the start-box, then each terrier has a good view of the lure when it starts moving.

It is recommended that lure box operators wait a count or two after the last dog is placed in its compartment before signaling the lure machine operator to start and opening the box.  Since many dogs will shake themselves after being handled and dropped into the start box, the last dog in the start box may still be in the process of shaking if the box is opened immediately.  It is also recommended that dominoes be used to randomly draw the start box positions for contestants.  This is done by the person handing out the collars and prevents pushing and shoving that can occur when handlers are allowed to choose their own favorite box positions.

Placement of jumps is also important.  A 75 yard track easily handles 6 jumps.  Placing each jump exactly 10 yards apart leaves 10 – 12 yards from the start box to the first jump and another 10 to 12 yards from the last jump to the finish barrier.  In almost all other  types of hurdle competitions, from humans to horses, the distance between jumps is vitally important and any variations are disastrous since practice at consistent distances allows the competitors to know exactly how many strides are required between each jump.  With terriers, the exact distance between each jump is probably not as critical since the distance between jumps compared to the size of the terrier is vastly different.  BUT, variation of spacing from hurdle to hurdle can cause problems for the terriers so these distances should be maintained though out any day of racing because the terriers do adapt to the consistency.

Many judges choose to remove some hurdles for championship runoffs to presumably make it part flat race and part hurdle race – thus equalizing the chances of a fast flat racer or a good hurdler becoming the champion.  Our JRTCA National trial has a nice long race track – around 80 yards.  Unfortunately, there have been only 4 hurdles available to use for the last few years.  Many feel that there should be more hurdles used in our JRTCA Nationals trial so the good hurdling dogs have a clear chance in the hurdle races compared to the faster flat running dogs.  The small number of hurdles is especially critical if half the hurdles are removed for the championship runoffs.  This allows the faster, flat running dogs lots of space to make up for their poor hurdling abilities.  Some years back JRTCA Nationals used 5 hurdles for regular racing and then a 6th hurdle was even added for the Stakes Races.  Many racing enthusiasts would like to see at least one more hurdle added for JRTCA National Racing

But, NEVER, NEVER change the distance between hurdles when removing hurdles for a championship run-off.  Remove the first and last hurdles or perhaps the last two hurdles, but PLEASE leave the rest of the hurdles the same distance apart that they have been throughout that day’s racing.  At one of our local trials last year there were 6 hurdles so the judge removed the 2nd, 4th and last hurdles.  We had six runoffs that day and of course these runoffs are always the fastest racing terriers of the day.  Out of the six runoffs, there were THREE crashes that occurred – all on what originally was the 3rd hurdle.  Everyone there felt that these dogs simply mis-judged what was now the 2nd hurdle because the striding between hurdles had been significantly changed.  On the 2nd trial day, the judge removed the first hurdle and the last two thus leaving the striding between hurdles the same and there were NO CRASHES.   This is just one more bit of information that can make our JRT racing as safe and fair as possible.  

One final suggestion for racing safety.  Use a piece of foam 4 inches thick by 3 feet high and at least 6 feet long covered with a canvas material to become the very end of the catch area.  That way if the lure happens to go clear to the end of the catch area, and the dogs crash into the back fencing trying to get at the lure, there is cushioning to soften this collision.  Also, make the catch area hopefully 20’ long so most of the time the lure operator can stop the lure before it goes clear to the end of the catch area.  The author’s most serious racing injury occurred when one of his dogs hit a solid, straw bale backed fence on a short catch area and then she was rammed from behind by following dogs.  Apparently this collision pinched a nerve in her neck causing paralysis that was never totally overcome.  MAYBE a softer back to finish area would have prevented this injury.

Many of you racing enthusiasts reading this article have come up with even more innovative ways to make JRT racing safer.  Please share these ideas with the rest of us to help make our JRT racing completely safe. 

