
























Praise for The Ultimate Pet Food Guide


“Finally, a book that arms concerned pet owners with understandable, easy-to-implement nutritional choices . . . Will reading The Ultimate Pet Food Guide save your pet’s life? Perhaps. Will Palika’s nutritional analysis and advice empower you to give your pet better nutrition and a healthier life? Most certainly. Your pet is what he eats. He needs a pet nutrition-savvy owner to control his diet and protect his nutritional well-being.”




—Sarah Ferrell, author of Devoted To Dogs: 
 How To Be Your Dog’s Best Owner
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Introduction


Early in 2007, after thousands of pets suddenly became seriously ill, pet owners began bringing their cats and dogs to their respective veterinarians, and the animals began dying, mostly due to kidney failure. When all the clues were put together, fingers began pointing toward Canadian pet-food manufacturer Menu Foods, which was manufacturing foods sold under hundreds of pet-food labels. 




In mid-March 2007 the FDA issued the recall of 60 million cans and pouches of dog and cat foods made by Menu Foods, containing wheat gluten that had been imported from China. That wheat gluten, which is used to help formed pet-food product keep its shape and to increase the protein level of the food, was tainted with melamine. Melamine is used in making plastic. 


This, unfortunately, was just the beginning of a huge fiasco. There were additional recalls, which continue even as this book is being written. Corn gluten has also been recalled, as has rice gluten. As consumer awareness has increased and additional testing has been done, other toxins have been found in the foods and additives.


More than six thousand pets are known to have fallen ill during this episode, and more than three thousand have died, although complete figures will probably never be known. Some pets may have died prior to the news breaking of the problem, and many veterinarians were too busy treating admitted pets to report deaths to the FDA.


If there is any good to be created of this incident, it is the awareness that pet owners now have of the importance of good, clean foods for their pet. Although I hate the idea of anyone’s pet dying, especially in such a horrible way, if these pets’ lives can save others, perhaps there is some good to be found in it.


I became very aware of the importance of pet nutrition many years ago when my German shepherd dogs were prone to gastrointestinal upsets. Due to their needs, I began studying pet nutrition with the guidance and support of the veterinarians I worked for. This came into good play several years ago when the Australian shepherd belonging to my husband and I, Dax, was diagnosed with a serious liver disorder at the age of six.


Copper toxicosis is a disease in which copper, an essential mineral, builds up in the liver until it reaches toxic proportions. The disease is common in Bedlington terriers, there is no cure, and those who have it rarely live beyond the age of seven or eight years. Upon Dax’s diagnosis, I decided to try and help support her through nutrition, since there was no medical cure, and I’m happy to say Dax just celebrated her thirteenth birthday. She still has copper toxicosis, but her diet is helping her liver cope.


Along the way, I have seen exactly how much food affects the quality of our pets’ lives:






	 The food that is eaten affects the animal’s body condition and state of health.


	 Food and diet are important to the health of the immune system and can affect how an animal develops a disease or disorder, and how the animal recuperates from it. 


	 The food that is eaten provides the animal with energy, and a poor diet leaves the animal unable to work, play, or exercise hard. 


	 Food sources are important. Plants grown in mineral-poor soils will not nourish the animal, and poor-quality cuts of meats will not supply good proteins or fats. 


	 As a dog trainer today, I also see the relationship food has with canine behavior. 


	 And much, much more.




Now, years after I began studying pet nutrition, my interest in it continues; this is my seventh book on pet foods. After the pet-food recalls in 2007, I found myself answering thousands of questions from concerned dog and cat owners, and I realized this book was desperately needed.


So please, read and reread. Make notes, copy recipes, and try the recipes. Your dogs and cats will thank you!







Liz Palika 
 And my canine companions: 
 Dax (thirteen years old), Riker (eight years old), 
 and Bashir (three years old) 
 And my feline companions: 
 Havoc (seventeen years old), Xena (nine years old), 
 Pumpkin, and Squash (two years old).
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CHAPTER ONE

The Digestive System of
Dogs and Cats

What We Feed Them Does Matter


You have probably thought about your digestive tract—people usually do every once in a while—especially if your digestive tract has reacted badly to a food you ate. But when all is going well and the body is healthy, we tend to take things for granted. 




But have you ever wondered about your pet’s inner workings? Before we talk about dog and cat foods, we need to have at least a basic understanding of how our pets’ digestive systems function. Below, you’ll learn about the similarities our digestive systems share, as well as our differences, especially in regard to cats. In addition, we’ll take a look at some of the problems that can bother the digestive system and warning signs so you can tell when your pet is in distress.






The Digestive Process


Digestion is the process where the food is changed, both chemically and physically, and is made ready for absorption. These changes take place in the digestive tract, which begins in the mouth and finishes when the wastes are excreted as urine and feces.


Food is taken in through the mouth, and in people, digestion begins here as food is chewed. The enzyme ptyalin is secreted by the salivary glands, and thus begins the digestive process, even before the food is swallowed. The foods are well chewed so the person doesn’t choke and so the enzyme can actually begin its work; if large pieces of food are swallowed, the enzyme will not be as efficient. In addition, chewing helps break up plant matter (cellulose) so that the plant nutrients can be digested later.


But there is actually another early step, predigestion, that is important. What is your favorite food? A tri-tip steak cooked on the grill? Served with sautéed onions? Or would you prefer a hot fudge sundae with whipped cream and nuts? In any case, when you think about a favorite food, your mind recalls the smell and taste of it. Then, when you see the food and when you smell it, your digestive juices start flowing, both the saliva in your mouth and gastric juices in your stomach. This is predigestion, and it is an aid to the digestive process.


The same applies with dogs and cats. If food that is unappealing is offered, less saliva and fewer gastric juices are released. As a result, fewer enzymes begin to work on the food. Susan Donoghue, VMD, the nutritional columnist for the American Kennel Club’s AKC Gazette magazine, says, “Gastric predigestion can be improved by adding palatable, highly digestible foods to the animal’s diet.”










Taste Preferences


Like people, dogs and cats have taste buds on the tongue; however, what appeals to each species varies somewhat. People, in general, are attracted to foods high in salt or sugar. Many dogs enjoy sugar too—and can get addicted to it just as people can—but are also attracted to meat and fat. Cats do not have the taste receptors for sugar, and most appear more attracted to meat and fat.









The Teeth and Jaws


Dogs and cats both have teeth designed to procure foods. Dogs have forty-two teeth that are strong and sharp and backed by powerful jaw muscles. Wild canines use these teeth and muscles to grab and hang on to prey animals, and then to rip the meat off in chunks that can be swallowed. The small cats, who have thirty teeth, are obviously not as powerful as most hunting canines and do not have the large teeth and jaw muscles that dogs have. However, even a domestic house cat’s teeth are sharp and meant for hunting. Their teeth also aid in shearing the meat off the prey animal. Although both dogs and cats do chew their food, they do so significantly less thoroughly than people do, and the chewing plays a much smaller part in their digestive process.


Jocelynn Jacobs, DVM, author of Performance Dog Nutrition  (Sno Shire Publications, 2005) says, “Another important function of the mouth is producing saliva. Saliva is 99 percent water; the remaining 1 percent is mucus, inorganic salts and enzymes.”

 The mucus is important, as it coats the food so that it can be more easily swallowed.






The Gastrointestinal Tract


When food is swallowed, it travels through the esophagus to the stomach. The esophagus is a long muscular tube that uses peristalsis (involuntary wavelike motions) to move the food to the stomach.


Although digestion begins in the mouth for people, it begins in the stomach for dogs and cats. The stomach holds the food and adds digestive enzymes and acids. Once the food in the stomach mixes with all of the gastric juices, it is the consistency of a thick, lumpy paste and is called chyme.


The small intestine is a narrow, coiled organ in the abdomen. It is vital to the digestion of food; this is where proteins complete their transformation into amino acids and peptides, where fatty acids are produced from fats, and where glucose is produced from carbohydrates. The small intestine is lined with small projections called villi, which make the walls of the intestine look like it has thousands of tiny fingers. These small formations provide significantly more absorption area for the small intestine, as each is covered with nutrient-absorbing material. The nutrients are taken in by the villi, move into their tiny blood vessels, and then continue into the bloodstream. They are carried to the liver, which filters out harmful substances and portions out nutrients, some of which are sent to the cells to be used immediately and some of which are saved by the liver for future use. Vitamins and minerals are also absorbed in the small intestine.


The large intestine does not contain any villi; instead the walls are smooth. The large intestine absorbs water and any electrolytes that are remaining from the material moving through it. When healthy, it also has a flourishing bacterial population. These bacteria aid in digesting any fibers that have been ingested, and any protein, fats, or carbohydrates that have not yet been digested. As the food moves through the large intestine, it becomes drier and more compact, until it reaches the rectum and is excreted as feces.












People, Dogs, and Cats




The small intestine in humans is about twenty feet long. This length is necessary so that all the foods people normally eat can be digested, from meats and fats to a variety of plant materials.




In a dog, the small intestine is usually five times the dog’s body length, so a dog who is 25 inches long would have a small intestine that is 125 inches long. Dogs, although technically called carnivores, can also eat and digest some other foods, including a few fruits and plant materials.




Cats are true carnivores, however, and are not equipped (through teeth and digestive enzymes) to eat plant materials. Therefore, they have a significantly shorter intestine that is designed solely to digest meats and fats.









Eating (and Digestion) Is Life 


Food is necessary for a number of different things—all of which are vital for life. The macronutrients—protein, fat, and carbohydrates—are required in varying amounts, depending upon the species. Dogs and cats both need proteins, which are important for growth, for repair and maintenance, and for the formation of hormones. Proteins are the source of essential amino acids and enzymes in the body. Fats are vital for the absorption of the fat-soluble vitamins and provide a source of necessary fatty acids. Fat is also an easily used source of energy. Carbohydrates are another source of energy and help with the digestion of other foods. Although both dogs and cats have dietary requirements for protein and fat, cats have no nutritional need for carbohydrates.


The micronutrients are needed in smaller quantities than the macronutrients but are just as essential. The micronutrients include vitamins and minerals, most of which have more than one function, but work as coenzymes in the body. Phyto-chemicals are micronutrients from plants, most of which act as powerful antioxidants. All of these, the macro-and micro-nutrients, will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter.


The immune system keeps your dog or cat healthy, and that also requires good nutrition. All immune systems (human, canine, or feline) are dependant upon the consumption and absorption of a number of macro-and micronutrients, including zinc. But most importantly your immune system needs foods rich in natural enzymes.






Life Stages Affect Digestion


Many things can affect nutrition and digestion, including the age and the stage of life of your pet. This requires your pet’s diet to change, and also how he may react to specific foods, how well those foods are digested, and the results the foods produce will change.


Kittens and puppies, for example, nurse for their first few weeks of life, and most mother cats and dogs are able to do that. The fat, roly-poly kittens and puppies are then, traditionally, weaned to a commercial kitten or puppy food. Although some babies will do well on these foods, others fail to thrive and need something else. Jocelynn Jacobs, DVM, said, “Young puppies and active youngsters have quick intestinal speeds, often preventing proper absorption of nutrients.” These puppies (and kittens) usually need multiple nutrient-rich meals throughout the day.


Hardworking dogs, performance sport dogs, and active young cats may also, with their increased activity levels, move foods through the digestive system too quickly. Dr. Jacobs said that it’s important for even hardworking and very active animals to get a chance to rest. These rest periods will help slow the digestive process slightly, so that the animal can absorb the nutrients in the food that it has eaten.


Senior dogs and cats often have problems absorbing all of the nutrients from their foods. These dogs and cats become thin, with poor coats and a lack of muscle tone. These animals would do better on a nutrient-rich diet made from ingredients that are easier to digest. The special needs of puppies and kittens, active adults, and older pets will be discussed in more detail in upcoming chapters. In later chapters you’ll also find recipes tailored for special-needs pets.






Digestive Tract Disorders


The digestive system is a complicated and essential part of a living animal. When it is working right, digesting food well, adding nutrients to the body’s cells, and excreting wastes, it is a work of art. However, when something goes wrong, things can go horribly wrong. Upsets and diseases of the gastrointestinal tract can be uncomfortable, painful, disruptive, create breaks in house-training, and can sometimes even be fatal.


Unfortunately, many things can disrupt the gastrointestinal tract. A course of antibiotics for a problem unrelated to the digestive tract can wipe out the bacterial colony in the large intestine, thereby causing upsets there, including diarrhea. Eating grass in the backyard, chewing up and swallowing pieces of a toy, a bacterial infection, or catching a virus can all cause problems. 


Listed below are some serious (or potentially serious) gastrointestinal problems, including their symptoms, and problems that can be caused by or be made worse by poor nutrition. However, this listing is for your education as a pet owner and is not designed to replace your veterinarian. If you’re concerned your dog or cat has a problem, call your veterinarian.






Vomiting


This is the process by which food is forced from the stomach back up the esophagus and out the mouth. Cats sometimes seem to vomit more than most dogs, especially if the cat throws up hair balls (from hair swallowed during grooming). Dogs and cats both may vomit if the stomach is upset, either from the food that has been eaten or from illness or other factors, including poisoning.


If the dog or cat vomits once and there is hair in the vomit, or grass, or something that was swallowed that shouldn’t have been, the animal is probably fine. Just don’t offer food or water for a couple of hours. However, if the vomiting is repetitive and violent, then the veterinarian needs to be called. If the vomiting continues for more than one day, the veterinarian should definitely be consulted.






Diarrhea


Loose, soft stools are often the result of an irritation or imbalance in the large intestine. This can be caused by the food the dog or cat has eaten, or the treats consumed, or it can be caused by illness.


If the dog has two or three bouts of diarrhea during the day but otherwise appears to be fine, just withhold food for a few hours, allowing the dog to drink, and let his system calm itself. Diarrhea that is severe, continues for more than twenty-four hours, or has blood in it can also be a symptom of a more serious illness, and the veterinarian should be called.


Cats can dehydrate more rapidly than do most dogs and so diarrhea needs to be taken more seriously. If your cat has one or two incidences of diarrhea during one day, call your veterinarian for guidance.






Urinary Tract Disease


Dogs and cats both can have urinary tract problems that can range from inflammation and infections to stones in the kidneys or bladder. There are many potential causes of these problems, from an inherited tendency to poor nutrition. If your dog or cat is straining to urinate, is urinating more often, or has blood in the urine, call your veterinarian right away.






Kidney Disease


Many dogs and cats develop kidney disease as a part of the aging process. Unfortunately, the stress of eating a poor diet for years can exacerbate the problem, especially in cats who may not drink enough water to keep the system well flushed and the kidneys working correctly. Always make sure your dog or cat has clean, fresh drinking water available.


Symptoms of kidney disease include the following:






	 increased urination 


	 increased thirst 


	 loss of appetite and weight loss 


	 loss of house-training or litter-box skills 


	 foul breath 


	 vomiting and diarrhea 




You will need your veterinarian’s assistance to support your pet if he or she does have kidney disease. With good care and nutrition, many pets can live for quite a long time with kidney disease.






Dental Disease


Dental problems are one of the most common pet-health issues today. While some sources state that dry dog and cat foods will help keep teeth clean, that hasn’t been proven, and even if it were true, that wouldn’t be sufficient dental care. Dogs and cats both need regular dental care. The teeth should be cleaned at home at least twice a week (your veterinarian can show you how) and at the vet’s clinic at least yearly. In addition, your pet needs good nutritious foods to support good dental health.






Bloat and Torsion


Bloat is more common in large, deep-chested dogs, but it can happen in any dog if the conditions are right. There is suspected to be a genetic relationship between dogs and bloat, but that is still being researched. It has been seen more often in Great Danes, Saint Bernards, German shepherds, Labrador retrievers, golden retrievers, bullmastiffs, mastiffs, and bulldogs.


Cats, luckily, have escaped this potentially fatal ailment. Although cats can have flatulence, their stomachs don’t swell and turn as dogs’ stomachs can.


When a dog bloats, the stomach enlarges. This usually happens when the dog has eaten and has quite a bit of water in the stomach, and gases are released by the food. If the stomach is greatly enlarged or overly full, it can even twist and turn (called torsion). In doing so, it closes off any avenue for fluids, foods, or gases to escape from the stomach. The affected dog can easily suffer from shock and die unless veterinary care is obtained immediately.


Symptoms of bloat include the following:






	 pacing, restlessness, looking at the stomach, and even biting at the abdominal area 


	 a swollen abdomen 


	 more than normal gas, including burping 


	 attempting to vomit, dry heaves, and drooling 


	 a vacant, staring expression in the eyes 




Although research is still continuing, most experts recommend feeding a dog prone to bloat a high-quality diet, skipping those low-quality foods that produce gases, especially soy-based foods. The dog should be fed more than one meal a day and should refrain from strenuous exercise for at least an hour or two after eating.






Inflammatory Bowel Disease (IBD)


IBD is a chronic inflammatory condition. It can be a reaction to certain foods or chemicals or additives in the foods, or it can be inherited. Rottweilers, golden retrievers, German shepherds, and Irish setters are more prone to IBD than other breeds.


Cats have also been known to develop IBD, although an inherited tendency in cats is not yet known and no specific cat breeds have seemed to have developed an inherited tendency toward this ailment.


Symptoms may include the following:






	 vomiting 


	 soft stool or diarrhea 


	 blood in the feces 


	 abdominal spasms 




Over time, the dog or cat will lose weight, can become dehydrated, and will fail to thrive. Veterinary care is needed to help manage IBD. In addition, a good-quality diet free of artificial colorings, flavorings, preservatives, and other additives is needed. For dogs, a homemade diet that consists of 40 percent meat, 50 percent wild or brown rice, and 10 percent steamed vegetables will usually calm the system. Cats should eat 70 percent meat, 20 percent rice, and 10 percent steamed vegetables. This diet can continue until the system is stabilized.






Megaesophagus


When food moves down the esophagus from the mouth to the stomach, it does so with wavelike motions called peristalsis. When those motions do not happen as they should, food can back up or collect in the esophagus, causing the food to be regurgitated or to stall in the esophagus. When this happens regularly, the esophagus can become enlarged.


Megaesophagus can be a congenital defect (present at birth) or it can occur later in life. It can also be symptomatic of other problems. Although this can occur in dogs and cats, it is seen more often in dogs. It is known to be an inherited defect in wire fox terriers and miniature schnauzers, and has been seen in German shepherds, Newfoundlands, Great Danes, pugs, and greyhounds.


This is not seen as often in cats as it is in dogs, and there doesn’t seem to be any relation as to breeds of cats.


Symptoms include the following:






	 regurgitation of undigested (just swallowed) food 


	 cough and nasal discharge (from vomiting) 


	 difficultly swallowing or discomfort after swallowing 


	 weight loss and poor body condition 




This condition should be monitored by a veterinarian, as it can have drastic effects on your pet’s health, from malnutrition and starvation to pneumonia from aspirated vomit. The veterinarian will also provide feeding guidelines for your dog or cat. He may recommend that your pet eat a very soft diet that will be easy to swallow, and that he should eat from an elevated (elbow height) bowl.






Megacolon


Megacolon is a problem with the large intestine. Moving through the large intestine, the food stalls at some point, usually down near the rectum, and the dog or cat is not able to defecate.

 As the animal continues to eat, additional mass accumulates in the large intestine. Constipation results, and the colon becomes stretched and enlarged, often leading to a chronic condition.


Although seen in both dogs and cats, it is more common in cats, although one individual breed does not seem to develop it more often than any other. Megacolon can be a congenital defect, but it can also happen later in life. There can be many causes of this condition, from the cat not wanting to use a dirty litter box to an incorrect diet.


Symptoms can include the following:






	 very small pieces of stool 


	 less frequent defecation 


	 straining to defecate 


	 lack of appetite 


	 poor body condition 




Veterinary care is needed to deal with this condition, as it can be serious. Sometimes stool softeners will allow the animal to pass the stools more regularly; however, when the condition becomes chronic, surgery is often the only recourse.








Hazards to Your Pet


While dogs and cats are, for the most part, pretty hardy, there are certain things their digestive systems just can’t handle. Of course, pets will pick up or try to eat the weirdest things, and unfortunately, many of the things we have around the house, garage, and yard can be hazardous to our pets. One acetaminophen pain-reliever tablet can be fatal for a small cat, and several slurps of antifreeze can kill a dog. Yet we use these things on a regular basis and don’t think anything more about it.




Listed below are some of the things that you may have around your home:






	 Medications. Make sure all medications are kept out of your pet’s reach. Cold medications, pain relievers, dietary supplements, and herbal remedies can all be dangerous if consumed in quanity.


	 Chocolate. This favorite food is dangerous to dogs and unfortunately, many dogs are as attracted to it as people are. All chocolate should be kept out of the reach of dogs. Cats don’t have the taste buds for sweets and so are not attracted to chocolate as dogs and people are, but if a cat should eat some chocolate, it can poison the cat.


	 Insecticides. It shouldn’t surprise you that ant and roach killers, mosquito and fly sprays, and other insecticides can be poisonous to your dog or cat. But unfortunately, even flea and tick killers made for use on pets can cause a problem. Make sure you read the directions and follow the directions to the letter. Do not combine killers, either, as most are designed to be used by themselves and not in combination with another chemical.


	 Rodent killers. Rat and mouse traps and poisons can severely injure or kill your pet. Make sure traps are used out of your pet’s reach, and be cautious about using any poisons. Even if your pet cannot get into the poison, a poisoned rat could stray into your pet’s reach. Should your pet, dog or cat, eat even a part of the poisoned animal, your pet, too, could be poisoned.


	 Plants. Many household and common landscaping plants can harm your pet, including azaleas, lilies, and more. Check with your local nursery or with the ASPCA Poison Control Center at www.aspca.org/apcc  for a list of poisonous plants.






Other substances that can be a problem to pets include household cleaners, laundry cleaners, automobile cleaners and chemicals—especially antifreeze—and paints. In later chapters, I’ll discuss which foods your pet should not eat, as some foods we eat are not safe for our pets.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Basics of Nutrition


Nutritional science, for people as well as for animals, is a constantly changing and evolving field. Not only do the requirements for good nutrition constantly change (eggs are bad for us; no wait, they’re good for us!), but we also now know that behavior is as much a part of nutrition as agricultural practices are, and that the studies of psychology and weather are also a vital part of the study of nutrition. 




You might think that malnutrition would be a much simpler definition; many people feel that malnutrition and starvation are one and the same. Whereas malnutrition can be a result of starvation, there are many obese people (and dogs and cats) who also suffer from malnutrition. Malnutrition, instead, is really a deficiency of needed nutrients. A person, dog, or cat could be eating a lot of food, but if that food doesn’t contain what the body needs, then malnutrition can result, usually with severe health consequences.


In this chapter, we’ll take a look at the basics of nutrition: the foundation of foods, what they do in your pet’s body, and how the body uses them. We’ll also discuss how some of these seemingly unrelated subjects—agricultural practices and weather, for example—can affect the food we feed our pets. Although this chapter goes into quite a bit of detail regarding nutrition (perhaps more than you really wanted to know), this is important, both for your pet’s health and your own. Once you understand the basics of nutrition and you know what your pet needs, you will be better equipped to make the right food choices for your dog or cat.






The Macronutrients


The macronutrients are protein, fat, and carbohydrates. These are the parts of foods that most animals need the most of for good nutrition, although the proportions vary according to the species and the individual animal eating the food.






Proteins, Amino Acids, and Enzymes


Proteins make up most of a body after water has been removed. Muscles, skin, and blood are all forms of proteins. The hair or fur, nails, and all the internal organs are made up of proteins. Proteins are also needed for healthy blood; antibodies for fighting infection are made of protein; and hormone production requires proteins. In the living body, these proteins are constantly being recycled, turned into amino acids and built again.


Proteins are made up of a variety of amino acids, but not all proteins are equal, and different proteins can have different amino acids. Dogs can synthesize twelve of the twenty-two different needed amino acids; these are called nonessential because they are not required to be in the dog’s diet. The other ten, called essential amino acids, must be eaten daily to prevent a protein deficiency.














Plant Proteins as Fillers


Plants also contain some protein; for example, gluten meals are plant-based products that are high in plant proteins. These are often used to increase the protein levels in foods (to make the food look better), and they are considerably less expensive than animal proteins. Dogs and cats do not metabolize plant proteins nearly as well as they do animal proteins; plus, pets with cereal-grain allergies will react badly to these products. The most common allergies are to wheat, corn, and rice. In addition, wheat, corn, and rice glutens have been at the center of several recalls.





The Association of American Feed Control Officials (AAFCO), the regulatory organization for animal foods, lists the following as essential amino acids for dogs:






	 arginine 


	 histidine 


	 isoleucine 


	 leucine 


	 lysine 


	 methionine-cystine 


	 phenylalanine-tyrosine 


	 threonine 


	 tryptophan 


	 valine 




Cats have thirteen essential amino acids that must be present in their diet. The one that most pet owners have heard about is taurine. That amino acid made the news a number of years ago when far too many cats were developing blindness and heart problems. Research showed that a taurine deficiency can cause both of these symptoms; commercial food manufacturers are now adding taurine to their recipes.


The AAFCO lists the following as essential amino acids for cats:






	 arginine 


	 histidine 


	 isoleucine 


	 leucine 


	 lysine 


	 methionine-cystine 


	 methionine 


	 phenylalanine-tyrosine 


	 phenylalanine 


	 threonine 


	 tryptophan 


	 valine 


	 taurine 




Those proteins that contain all of the essential amino acids for both dogs and cats are called complete; those that contain only some of the needed amino acids are called incomplete. (Good sources of complete proteins include eggs, muscle meats, fish, poultry, and some dairy products. Sources of incomplete proteins include beans, peas, grains, and potatoes.)


When proteins are eaten, the proteins are broken down into individual amino acids or into peptides, which are groups of amino acids. The amino acids are then absorbed into the bloodstream where they can be used for specific functions.


Proteins also contain enzymes, without which the body simply could not function. Think of enzymes as catalysts—they are involved in many different functions. Enzymes are needed for digestion, cellular repair and function, and brain function. Some enzymes work alone, while others work with coenzymes, which are usually vitamins or minerals.


A dog or cat suffering from a protein deficiency may have one or more of the following symptoms:






	 chronic skin problems, including infections 


	 poor hair coat: dry, dull, with excessive shedding or poor pigmentation 


	 chronic ear problems, including infections 


	 hormone deficiencies, including poor or reduced adrenal gland function 


	 weakened immune system 


	 slow healing from wounds, illnesses, and injuries 








Protein By-products


The quality of the protein source will affect how digestible it is, and thereby how well the body can use it. Muscle meats from beef, bison, poultry, or fish are all good sources of proteins and very digestible. By-products, however, which are listed as a protein source for many commercial dog foods, may contain good sources of protein, or they may not. The AAFCO says that chicken by-products, for example, consist of the rendered, clean parts of the carcass of a slaughtered chicken, such as necks, beaks, feet, undeveloped eggs, and intestines, and shall not contain feces or feathers except that which is inadvertently added during normal slaughtering practices.


Besides the frightening thought of feeding your dog processed feathers (or manure) under the guise of protein, the practice of using by-products makes the results of feeding a pet some commercial foods very uncertain. One batch of chicken by-products is going to be very different from another, then, because of the variety of potential ingredients. Thus the quality and nutrition will vary. Jocelynn Jacobs, DVM, says, “Pet food regulatory agencies do not allow pet food manufacturers to state the digestibility of their foods, which makes it impossible to know the quality of by-products in a meal.”


The quality of protein can also vary depending upon how the animal was raised. Commercially raised beef, chickens, and turkeys have been fed growth hormones and antibiotics so they grow faster, put on meat faster, and don’t become sick in overcrowded cages and pens. Farm-raised fish (as compared to wild caught fish) have been found to be sickly and full of parasites. I’ll discuss the quality of foods, including proteins, in upcoming chapters.






Fats and Fatty Acids


Fats have gotten a bad rap lately. Not only are fats in foods labeled bad guys because of the increase of obesity (in people, dogs, and cats), but scientists, doctors, and the media have impressed upon us how horrible some fats can be. And, yes, too much fat is not good for us, but fat is a nutrient that is essential to our pets’ good health.


Jean Anderson, MS, and Barbara Deskins, PhD, authors of The Nutrition Bible (William Morrow and Company, 1995) say, “Fats are needed for the regulation of cholesterol, for the transport and absorption of the fat soluble vitamins, for the function of some hormonal processes, for healthy skin and hair, and for energy.” Fat circulates in the dog’s or cat’s body all the time so that it is available when needed. Excess is stored in the body.


Three fatty acids—omega-3 fatty acid, omega-6 fatty acid, and arachidonic acid—are considered essential fatty acids (EFA) for dogs and cats because they are necessary for the animal to thrive. They are vital in cell structures; they help create and maintain cell membranes. EFAs also support the immune system, help blood movement, and much more. Omega-3 fatty acids are found in fish (salmon, mackerel, halibut, and herring) as well as flaxseeds and walnuts. Omega-6 fatty acids can be found in safflower, sunflower, corn and evening primrose oils, as well as chicken fat. Arachidonic fatty acids can be found in fish oils.


Dogs or cats suffering from a fat or fatty acid deficiency may have the following :






	 a lack of energy for daily activities and play 


	 dry skin, itching, and thickened areas of skin 


	 a dull, dry, poor hair coat 


	 poor growth and slow healing from injuries or illnesses 


	 heart and circulatory problems, including poor blood clotting 




Dogs and cats need a variety of fats in their diet, but too much can lead to weight gain and obesity. Wendy Volhard and Kerry Brown, DVM, authors of Holistic Guide for a Healthy Dog  (Howell Book House, 2000), say, “Moderation is the key. The diet needs to have some animal fat but not too much; anything between 15 to 18 percent (of the daily calories from food) is okay.” Hardworking dogs, hard-playing dogs, or dogs under stress may need more fat, though, because fat is one of the best sources of energy. Jocelynn Jacobs, DVM, says that military, police, agility, Flyball, and field-trial dogs may need 35 to 45 percent of their calories to come from fat. Herding dogs who work all day long may need 45 to 50 percent of their calories to come from fat, and sled dogs may need as much as 65 percent of their calories to come from fat.


An indoor cat who is only sporadically active, will need 10 to 15 percent of the daily calories to come from fat. An outdoor cat who is slightly more active may need a diet that is 12 to 18 percent fat. A cat under stress, either an outdoor cat in a cold climate, a cat in training (for show business or the cat-show circuit), or a cat under another type of stress, may need a diet in which 18 to 25 percent of the calories come from fat.
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