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attention paid to the animals who have been the closest 
to us throughout our evolution. 

Now, however, a small group of breeders and 
researchers are taking the first steps toward finding 
some clues to how dogs age. 

One decade-old effort is the Doberman Pinscher 
Club of America's (DPCA) Longevity Program, which 
aims to establish longevity as a marker of good health 
and identify long-lived lines. Roughly 1,300 dogs had 
been recognized by the end of 2006, according to 
Helayne Silver, who has been running the DPCA 
Longevity Program for more than three years. 

The program has two categories. The first is the 
longevity certificate (LC) for Dobes who are at least 10. 
Second is the bred-for-Iongevity certificate (BFL) for 
long-lived dogs whose ancestors had also passed the 
decade mark. Within this category, there are two 
levels-BFL-l, in which a dog, sire, and dam received 
LCs, and BFL-2, for three-generation LC dogs. 

The club has recognized about 140 BFL-l dogs, and, 
so far, only two BFL-2. 

"The idea of this program is to celebrate those dogs 
who have longevity, to highlight 
longevity as a goal and to give poten­

humllns.
In human research, gerontolOgists 

are looking at the oldest old people, 
those who have lived to be 100. The 
largest of these studies, the New England Centenarian 
Study, has enrolled more than 1,500 people who have 
passed the century mark. 

Cancer researcher David]. Waters, DVM, Ph.D., is 
taking the same approach with dogs. Waters is professor 
and associate director of the Center on Aging and the 
Life Course at Purdue University and executive director 
of the Gerald P. Murphy Cancer Foundation, both in 
West Lafayette, Indiana. His area of interest is compara­
tive oncology, exploring the striking similarities and 
intriguing differences between the cancers that strike 
dogs and humans. 

In 1999, Waters' research team launched a nationwide 
study examining more than 700 Rottweilers, looking for 
risk factors for bone cancer, a common affliction in the 
breed. But, there was an unexpected bonus. 

"It gave us the first glimpse of exceptional longevity 
in pet dogs," Waters says. Rottweilers were classified as 
"extreme aged" at 13, compared to the usual life span 
of about a decade. The research, published in the 
Journal ofGerontology in 2003, remains the only peer­
reviewed scientific paper on exceptional longevity in 
pet dogs. 

The work revealed that many traits are shared by the 
oldest old humans and their canine counterparts. 
"Extreme longevity is accompanied by profound disease 
resistance, and this is just like in people," Waters says. 

About half of the exceptionally old Rottweilers 
remained free of all major disease until after they had 
reached 13 years. 

Scientists call these individuals "escapers," because 
they appear to escape deadly illnesses until they are 
well beyond an age at which 95 percent of their peer 
group is dead. 

That is especially true of cancer. Only 18 percent of the 
extremely old Rottweilers died of cancer, compared to 82 
percent of the dogs with a normal life span. A similar 
phenomenon is seen among humans. "If you live to be 
100, you die of other stuff, not cancer," says Waters. 

In May 2006 the Murphy Foundation's Center for 
Exceptional Longevity Studies launched a program to 
track the oldest dogs in America. The "Exceptional 
Longevity Database," which has received funding from 
The lams Company, is starting with Rottweilers, but 
Waters expects to later include other breeds. Waters 
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IDngfNIty In both canines andEscaping aKiller 

calls the project "Lucky *13: Rottweilers as Guide Dogs 
to the Fountain of Youth." In addition to detailed life­
history information from questionnaires, his team will 
be gathering biological samples. "The idea here is to 
create a national resource for scientists looking into the 
biology of aging," he says. 

So far, the program has identified 125 of these graying 
muzzles. "We're testing a new idea, and that new idea is 
that some of the secrets of successful aging in people can 
be revealed by studying the oldest old dogs." 

Weighty Issue 
Science is now poised to embrace pet dogs in the 

study of aging, in part because of the completion of 
the canine genome project, says Keith Murphy, Ph.D., 
professor, department of veterinary pathobiology at 
Texas A&M University. 

Murphy is a co-author, with Kimberly A. Greer and 
Sarah Canterberry, of one of the most recent studies 
to examine the question of canine size and life span. 
The study, which appears in the June 2006 issue of 
Research in Veterinary Science, analyzed data on 718 dogs 
representing 77 breeds. Participants were recruited at 
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