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Praise for The Dog’s Table



“It turns out that my dog Tucker’s purpose is . . . treats! I was raised by a father who cooked gourmet meals for the dogs and ordered pizza for the kids. As for me, I love to cook for the whole family, so I will treasure this book’s recipes—they are safe and delicious for any four-legged family members. For all the love they give us, giving them nutritious whole foods feels like the right thing to do. Tucker especially loved his Eggs Benedog!”


—W. Bruce Cameron, #1 New York Times bestselling author of A Dog’s Purpose


“The Dog’s Table is a fun, science-backed resource for anyone looking to improve their dog’s nutrition and health through real food. Joelle Jay and R. A. Young have done an exceptional job combining evidence-based insights with practical, easy-to-follow recipes that support canine health at every life stage.


I appreciate how this book challenges outdated pet food norms and instead promotes whole-food nutrition, a key factor in both human and canine health. The authors skillfully debunk myths surrounding dog diets while providing a balanced, accessible approach to home-prepared meals.


The Dog’s Table is not just a cookbook, it’s a movement toward better nutrition, better health, and ultimately, better lives for our four-legged companions.”


—Matt Kaeberlein, PhD, biologist and founder and codirector of the Dog Aging Project


“As a veterinarian committed to helping dogs live longer, I’m thrilled to see The Dog’s Table boldly challenge the outdated norms of pet feeding. This book is clear, practical and deeply researched—reminding us that dogs deserve more than ultra-processed convenience. The philosophy aligns powerfully with what I advocate every day: fresh, whole foods, nutrient diversity, and feeding without fear. It’s a much-needed resource that empowers dog parents with both knowledge and joy.”


—Dr. Will Maginness, veterinarian


“As an integrative nutritionist, I’m impressed by The Dog’s Table for its evidence-based approach to canine nutrition, emphasizing whole, home-cooked meals that prioritize gut health and optimal ingredient quality. The book’s practical recipes and focus on balanced diets across life stages make it an invaluable resource for pet owners seeking to nourish their dogs with wholesome, scientifically grounded food. I can’t wait to utilize it for my doggos!”


—Courtney Swan, MS, creator of the Realfoodology podcast


“Unbelievable read! From somebody who has tested recipes for dogs over a hundred times, this book is so informative for dog parents who are searching for homemade recipes. A comprehensive, yet simple and fun way to understand home cooking for your dog. Home cooking is such an easy way to ensure your dog is getting the best quality food for their health. Which in itself is worth every penny . . . you won’t regret it!”


—Charlie from Cherry Hoggs, dog psychologist and trainer
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To our best friends, past, present, and future.


We hope that this book brings you better lives.
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Introduction


Dogs experience food, too.


Imagine you were transported to a world where your nose was 100,000 times more sensitive than it is now. This superpower would allow you to smell in 3D. Food and beverages would have deep, complex aromas that evolved over seconds and minutes. You would be able to smell exactly how the food was cooked. You would notice minute details about your drinks, like the makeup of the soil where a wine was grown. You would even be able to taste the diet of the animals you ate.


Your sensitivities would also be amplified. Just as people wear sunglasses to protect their eyes from harsh light, you might seek products to block out offensive smells, too. Foods like garlic and heavy spices that seep through the skin might be banned in some places.


This superpower actually exists in our world—not for people, of course, but for dogs. Most people don’t realize just how extraordinarily sensitive dogs’ noses are. Dogs’ senses of smell are so acute that they can track people and prey across miles, smelling the subtle changes of the scent molecules over long distances. There are even dogs that are specially trained to smell cancer. Dogs can smell concentrations as low as one part per trillion (ppt). To put this in perspective, 1 ppt is approximately 1 drop in 20 Olympic-sized swimming pools.1


The reason dogs can smell so acutely is that their brains are designed for it. While they have 10 times the number of olfactory cells in their noses as humans do, the brain region devoted to processing smells is also about 40 times larger than ours, relative to brain size. However, dogs aren’t as smart as humans, so their awareness of these scents is lower. Also, they are less prone to disgust, so they are not as averse to bad smells as we are.


Instead of unpleasantness, like people may experience, this sensitivity gives dogs great pleasure. They love to smell. When most dogs go outside, their immediate reaction is to sniff everything and everyone around them.


Since smell, taste, and appetite are closely linked, we are quite sure that dogs’ appreciation of delicious smells and their sensory experience of food are very real. Every time there is something good cooking in the kitchen, our dogs, Cedric and Edith, use smell to distinguish if it’s our food or theirs.


Dogs that don’t eat real food probably wonder why it’s only people who get to eat the good stuff. When they whine and beg for our food, we see this as purely bad behavior. We might momentarily feel guilty for giving them dog food when we get various tasty meals, but then we tell ourselves that dog food is what’s best for them, and that they can’t taste the difference anyway. The reality is that dogs probably enjoy food as much as or more than people do. There’s even research suggesting that smell and taste do help dogs enjoy food.2 Why not let them have the good stuff every day?


Why Feed Real Food?


Many of us are used to feeding our dogs dry kibble from bags or wet dog food from cans, unaware that home-cooked dog food is really easy to make. Although we like to have fun cooking for our pups (as our punny recipe titles will attest), cooking for dogs isn’t silly, and it’s not spoiling them. Home-cooked food is far better than highly processed commercial dog food and more nutritious than even the freshest premade food you can buy. There are several reasons for this. The first is enhanced nutrient absorption and bioavailability. Micronutrients like vitamins and minerals from whole foods are generally more bioavailable (meaning the body can use them more easily) than synthetic forms. For example, nutrients like vitamins A, E, and folate are all more active in their natural forms. Real food has multiple health benefits—from complex carbohydrates and fiber that benefit the gut, to antioxidants, phytonutrients, and enzymes that support cellular health—that make it so much better than kibble (more on that later).


The second reason is safety. Synthetic vitamins can often be helpful supplements to whole foods, but today’s dog food is made nutritionally complete mostly through synthetic additives rather than naturally nutrient-dense ingredients. Toxicity is an issue with some synthetic vitamins. For example, vitamin A, folic acid (the synthetic form of folate), and vitamin D are more toxic than their natural counterparts. These synthetic versions tend to build up in tissue, which can lead to toxicity and organ damage. (They are also easy to overdo, as evidenced by multiple vitamin D–related recalls.)


And, finally, another benefit of practicing your culinary skills on dog food is that it will almost certainly be enjoyed. Unless the food is burned or undercooked, you can feed your pups whatever you create, no matter how it turns out. Not only will they eat it, but they will likely be very appreciative of your efforts—unlike some of your human family members.


Through reading this book and trying your hand at the daily recipes, you will learn the components of a balanced canine diet made with real whole foods. As you venture into our doggy dining experiences, you will start to stretch your culinary skills. No matter your cooking ability, all of these recipes will make your dogs healthier and happier!


[image: ]


Why Listen to Us?


We are Joelle and R. A., the creators behind Thecedlife, the dog foodie social media channel. Our two pups, Cedric and Edith, enjoy gourmet meals fit for the finest three-paw restaurants. We post recipes and write a weekly newsletter called Precious Kitchen, sharing in-depth research on canine health, diet, and wellness. Also, we launched a line of all-natural dog food mixes and spices from our website www.preciouscreatures.co to help people make the freshest, most nutritious food for their dogs at home.


We take our commitment to you and your dogs seriously and have analyzed thousands of research papers on dog nutrition and health. We’ve consulted the leading researchers on dog (and human) longevity. We’ve looked into anecdotes, myths, and stories about toxic foods and uncovered low-quality research papers used as original sources. (More on that in “What Not to Feed Your Dog,” page 21.) In addition, we researched the nutrition curriculum in veterinary schools and did deep dives on the Association of American Feed Control Officials (AAFCO) requirements. We even audited the leading dog food formulation software, and because we found so many mistakes, we built our own.


It’s hard to believe that this all started with a video of Cedric eating pancakes on TikTok. People liked it so much we started making and serving more elaborate meals. You might have seen one of our videos. Our presentation of Bark Wellington, Chicken Adogbo, and Spawghetti and Meatballs helped earn us over 300 million views and about 2 million followers in the first 18 months.


We don’t know exactly why our videos are popular, but we have a few guesses. First, people just love dogs. Also, something about the way dogs eat is really funny and endearing. Perhaps it’s because dogs do the things that people wish they could, but don’t because of social niceties. Or maybe it’s because people can identify with the feelings they see in the dogs.


Whatever the reason, something about our content has struck a chord—and, beyond just funny videos, many of our followers also want better food for their own dogs but don’t know where or how to begin. People are coming to realize that commercial dog food is made for convenience, and not for dog health. This convenience comes at a cost, just like human fast food does. More and more people want to change the way they feed their dogs but are held back by fear and a lifetime of false information. We know because we once felt the same.


We aren’t veterinarians or nutritionists. We don’t have any certifications, nor are we seeking any. But that’s the whole point. Do you have to consult a nutritionist before you eat a meal or feed your child? (We’ll spare you the issues with nutritional epidemiology.) Do you have to be a doctor to write a cookbook? (Never mind that doctors don’t study much nutrition in medical school.) Most reasonable adults don’t bat an eye when a kid eats a cupcake—but when a dog eats anything other than dog food, people go nuts. How did this happen? Why are we turning to vets and for-profit companies to govern how we feed our dogs?


You might think that vets, as animal health experts, are uniquely qualified to say what a dog should be eating. Most vets are going to tell you it’s wrong to feed your dog real food, but veterinarians are not required to study dog nutrition. It’s not that vets don’t care or want ill health for your dog. It’s just that providing detailed nutritional advice is not what they are trained to do. They treat disease, prescribe medication, and perform lifesaving surgeries.


On top of their demanding workload, vets are trained to care for multiple disparate species. The average vet isn’t a specialist in dog nutrition, or nutrition for any animal. The simplest and safest thing for vets to do is recommend kibble. Kibble is endorsed by the governing bodies in the industry, and vets don’t have any incentive to challenge that. Most veterinary clinics also sell dog food, which is a big conflict of interest. (This is not so strange, considering that the largest manufacturer of dog food in the United States is also the largest employer of vets.) So, despite their best intentions, when it comes to food for dogs, vets often instill irrational fear and perpetuate old myths.


In reality, the concept of “dog food” is actually something someone made up about 100 years ago. Food is food, and real, whole foods are beneficial to us all. If you’re someone who prioritizes your health, loves to cook, and loves your dog, you’ll likely agree. As with human health, dog health starts with good, wholesome food.


In this book we share our experience, research, and simple meals to provide your dog the tastiest and healthiest food. We also devote a large portion to culinary experiences for you and your pups, family, and friends to enjoy together.


Joelle, dog chef and content creator of Thecedlife


I was set on feeding Cedric kibble when I brought him home in November 2022. Years before, I had tried to make homemade meals for my childhood dogs. Although I had an inkling that real food was the right path, the lack of user-friendly resources, my self-doubt, and a huge mess in the kitchen had me scrapping the whole idea. I decided not to try again for Cedric because it felt too complicated and risky.


At 25, after a stressful year of packing up my life in Shanghai and moving back to the United States, I wanted life with my new pup to be simple. Things don’t usually go as planned, and Cedric proved to be no exception. He came home with a fluffy bed, a big bag of kibble, and a course of antibiotics. At just eight weeks old, he was being treated for a stomach bug his whole litter had contracted. His little life started out with an upset tummy. The kibble, because of his sensitive gut, resulted in tar-like poops and slimy vomit.


Already, my hopes to keep his diet simple were fading. He couldn’t keep any food down. I was scared. I didn’t want to “risk his life” by feeding him anything other than vet-approved food.


My partner, R. A., suggested that we give Cedric an egg. I went straight to Google to soothe my anxieties. I knew dogs could have eggs, but I couldn’t let go of the irrational worry. “Can dogs have eggs?” “Can puppies have eggs?” “At what age can dogs have eggs?” I triple-checked. The online consensus was mostly yes, speckled with just enough warnings of allergies, potential diarrhea, and salmonella poisoning to keep me uneasy. Only feed in moderation alongside a regular diet of dog food, the articles all agreed.
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So we boiled an egg. “We have to make sure it’s really cooked,” I cautioned, even though I often eat runny eggs. (Sometimes the things we believe go against logic.) Of course, Cedric was delighted by the egg, and so was I, watching him happily wolf it down. Every bite of that boiled egg was life-changing for him, and ultimately for me.


Still reluctant to throw it out, I put the kibble away—but that kibble was never to be touched again. Even so, for months I still clung to the idea that Cedric needed dog products of some kind to stay healthy. Kibble alternatives, supplements, and treats filled up our shelves. After letting most of them go to waste, I finally realized what I was buying into—a false sense of security.


I needed to see “for dogs,” “nutritionally complete,” and other marketing claims to feel safe. The truth is that most manufacturers do the bare minimum to meet nutritional guidelines. They combine fillers and preservatives, using high heat and pressure to mold the food into convenient nuggets that last a long time on the shelf. Interestingly, if you look at the ingredient lists on dog food products, you’ll see a range of ingredients derived from real foods—the same ingredients for which we often get criticism for serving to the dogs in our cooking videos.


Why does it only become “dog food” when it’s overly processed, packaged, and labeled? Is it not ideal to feed those ingredients directly, in their freshest forms?


How would I feed my dog in a world where these products didn’t exist?


These questions helped me let go of the validation the package labels gave me. By the time Edith joined us a year later, Cedric was doing well on real food and my confidence had grown. I cooked for Edith on her first day home without hesitation.


Thecedlife first began when I started a social media account for Cedric as a fun experiment, not expecting much. The views took off on a video of Cedric eating one of his homemade meals: a fancy stack of pancakes that drew lots of interest as well as criticism. Many were concerned it was hurting him.
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I realized a lot of people were also confused about what dogs could eat, and something sparked. From there, our dog-friendly meals grew even more elaborate, and that’s how Thecedlife transformed into the “gourmet” dog food page it is today. Fueled by so much misinformation, our theme quickly turned into a mission. Now, we are creating the resources that I wish I had back when I first attempted to feed my childhood dogs better.


Though you don’t see him in our videos, R. A. has been building this platform with me all along. When I first needed to start balancing Cedric’s daily food, I couldn’t figure out how to do it. A couple of days and Excel sheets later, R. A. built us a nutrition calculator that was more accurate than the leading paid software. His approach to life is to challenge the norm. He’s an experimenter on the cutting edge of human longevity science, an avid reader, researcher, and a great cook, too. Behind the scenes, he’s analyzing paper after paper on dog nutrition, balancing our recipes, and managing the business. He’s also Cedric and Edith’s beloved dog dad.


R. A., lead researcher and formulator


I didn’t actually want to get Cedric at first. We had just set up in the Pacific Northwest, after living in Asia for a long time, and I wasn’t sure that we were going to stay. Also, because of family and work, I was planning to travel between the two places. What if we wanted to move? It would make things so much harder. But Joelle insisted that we get Cedric, and you all know what happened next.


For as long as I can remember, I’ve been skeptical of dog food. Years ago, I started feeding my family dog Oscar a raw carnivore diet. It was hard because sometimes he would throw up, and something about the diet just didn’t feel right to me. I started to cook fresh food for him and his companion, Rocky. Both long-haired dachshunds, Oscar, like Cedric, was a brownish-red color and Rocky was black and tan. At the time, I wasn’t deep into the research like I am now, but my gut feeling was that dry, processed food probably wasn’t good for them. Yet even so, as I got older and busier, I ended up feeding them kibble. It was fast and cheap, but ultimately it was a mistake.


Later in life, Oscar suffered from bad tooth decay and poor health. In just a couple of years, he went from a spry older dog to an incontinent mess. All his teeth had to be removed. He lost his hearing first, and shortly afterward he lost his eyesight. It seemed like he was suffering, and he had to be put to sleep. Rocky, though several years younger, was on the same trajectory and started a decline at around 13 years old. At the time he was eating kibble with homemade food toppers, and just like Oscar, he eventually had many of his teeth removed. He was in intense pain. He would wince and whine, suffering from recurrent mouth infections.


I decided to switch Rocky to an exclusively whole-food homemade diet. Immediately, he started to perk up again. Within a few months, he was running around and the mouth infections improved. I knew that there was a link between food and health, but how quickly things changed was a surprise. This helped solidify my conclusion that chronic disease is mostly related to our food.


I’ve had a lot of experience with chronic diseases as they have been a part of my family for generations. My grandparents all had chronic diseases—diabetes, heart disease, hypertension, Graves’ disease, and rheumatoid arthritis. My dad has suffered from type 2 diabetes since I was a kid. In his later years he experienced heart failure and had open-heart surgery and open-back surgery. My mom passed away when I was 10 after a grueling battle with cancer. I grew up believing I would suffer the same fate. I lived and worked hard, knowing that I could go at any moment.


Then, in 2017 I was diagnosed with severe sleep apnea. Although I was young, worked out regularly, and stayed in decent shape, I had bad breathing problems when I slept. If I didn’t fix it, my chances of heart disease and sudden death would increase as I got older. It was not a quick death that scared me, but rather agonizing slow suffering that I wanted to avoid.


According to doctors, the only effective treatment was a continuous positive air pressure (CPAP) machine. I was skeptical, so I embarked on a journey to heal without one. This journey of self-healing led me down a path of biology and longevity science. I read study after study and digested as many books as possible on the topic. It seems obvious now, but at the time I didn’t realize how much our habits affect our health. Not just the things we drink and eat, but also our sleep, exercise, and even our relationships determine how well we age. According to numerous studies, the estimated contribution of genetics to health and longevity is only about 25 percent.3 The vast majority of the factors that determine how well and how long we live are up to us. The prevailing evidence suggests that this is true for all animals, including dogs.


Knowing all this, Joelle and I were still inclined to feed Cedric kibble. The influence of pet food manufacturers is so strong that we ignored our own research into food quality and health. In many ways, the intestinal infection that Cedric had as a puppy was a gift. It helped us break free from our dependence on dry dog food.


After the reception of Thecedlife’s videos, I really dug into the research on dog health and nutrition to make sure that “human food” wasn’t harming Cedric. Also, I didn’t want to lead anyone else to hurt their dogs. What I learned through reading thousands of papers was shocking and actually made me really sad. I had let my guard down as I got busier, just trusting that kibble was okay. Now, years later, I am convinced that kibble led to more suffering for Oscar, and I will never feed any animal this kind of food again.


While kibble may be a good tool when convenience is a priority (like when feeding hundreds of dogs in a shelter), it’s no substitute for the real thing. The result of dogs eating processed foods is that they are now the unhealthiest that they have ever been. According to studies, more than 60 percent of adult dogs are obese or overweight.4 The incidence of periodontal disease is now as high as 87 percent.5 Rates of cancer in dogs are growing, along with obesity.6


All of this has us convinced that real food for dogs is the way to go. You can share the gifts of better health, more variety, and more enrichment for your dog in the form of real food—and you can rest assured they will still get everything they need. Read on to see why.











Dog Nutrition Basics


The vast majority of dogs in the world eat just to live. The same was true of people throughout most of our history. We lived off the land and ate whatever we could find. Flavor, quality, and nutrition were afterthoughts because our main objective was survival. It wasn’t until 10,000 years ago that agriculture began, leading to the abundance that we have today.


Though 10,000 years sounds like a long time, in terms of evolution, it’s the blink of an eye. So, while our genes haven’t changed much since the dawn of agriculture, the way we live—and eat—is drastically different. Yet our dogs are still stuck in the dark ages of food. While most of us eat for a combination of taste and nutrition, most dogs get the worst of both worlds. They’re stuck eating tasteless balls of dough with no aroma or depth of flavor. The food they do get is made nutritionally complete with synthetic additives.


Emerging fresh dog food companies offer glimpses of what a better future could look like, but their fresh/frozen wet dog food is often reminiscent of slop, albeit only because most companies make it that way. People don’t realize kibble is made according to optimal manufacturing specifications rather than what’s best for dogs—see the FAQs, page 15, for more on this.


Who are we to say what’s best for dogs? After all, we make silly videos with dog puns. Maybe Barkshuka is a bit over the top, and if you’re not a fan, you probably think Dog Julio Pawquila is way too cheesy. Though the names may be silly, our commitment to scientific rigor is very serious. Regardless, we’ll hold the puns in the next section, where we summarize our research covering thousands of studies and decades of research.


What Do Dogs Really Need?


Dogs are categorized as facultative carnivores, which means that they prefer to eat animals but can digest a variety of plants. Humans are considered omnivores. However, because we evolved together over 10,000 years or more, dog digestive systems are starting to resemble ours. For example, domestic dogs now have enzymes to digest complex carbohydrates that their wild cousins, the wolf and dingo, do not.7 (Interestingly, according to researchers, genes that code for these enzymes are not uniform across all dog breeds. For example, the Siberian husky has fewer copies—just three to four of them—of a gene that codes for starch digestion. The saluki, an ancient breed originating from the Fertile Crescent, has 29 copies.8)




WHAT ARE ESSENTIAL NUTRIENTS?


Essential nutrients are those nutrients that an organism needs but can’t make on its own. For example, people have to get certain amino acids (the building blocks of proteins) and vitamins (like vitamin C) from plants and animals that make them. When a nutrient is called nonessential, it doesn’t mean we don’t need it; in biology, this term simply means that the body can produce that nutrient on its own, so we don’t need to consume it in our food to fulfill our minimum requirements. That said, there is a lot of literature detailing the benefits of getting more of those nonessential nutrients from food and the drawbacks of not getting enough.





We’re not telling you all this because we expect you to become an expert on canine biology. We simply want to assure you that your dog can get all the essential nutrients they need from a diet similar to yours, and the literature backs this up.


Nutrient requirements for healthy dogs are pretty similar to humans’ nutrient requirements with a few key differences. This is why we often reference human nutrition data in our research into dog health. There is a lot of overlap, especially on essential nutrients. Let’s take a look at what your dog really needs.


Dogs Need Protein


We’ve all heard we need to eat protein. But what does it do for us?


Dogs, humans, and most other mammals prefer to use protein to do things in cells. The protein hemoglobin, for example, transports oxygen from our lungs to our cells. Protein’s biological functions make it a crucial part of our diets.


Herbivores like cows can create protein from eating plants. (Technically it’s the bacteria in their guts that produce most of the protein.) Omnivores and carnivores like humans and dogs need to get protein, particularly essential amino acids, from their foods. Amino acids are the building blocks of protein. After an animal or human eats protein, the body breaks it down into amino acids that can be recombined to make new proteins. Dogs and humans have similar essential amino acid needs, but dogs have slightly higher requirements for some specific amino acids. (For example, taurine is a nonessential amino acid for dogs, but underconsumption of taurine can lead to dilated cardiomyopathy in some breeds.) There are ten amino acids that dogs can’t make and nine that people can’t make.


Just how much protein dogs need has been a subject of study—and debate—for decades. A 1966 study estimated the minimum daily protein requirements of dogs to be between 0.4 and 0.6 grams per kilogram of body weight.9 For comparison, recommended protein intake for humans ranges from 0.8 grams per kilogram of body weight for sedentary adults to 2.0 grams per kilogram or more for athletes. So that recommendation for dogs is likely too low due to the limitations of measuring and understanding nitrogen balance at that time.


On the other hand, a 2020 study showed that high-protein diets (46 percent dry matter) in dogs increased metabolites associated with kidney disease and increased proteolytic bacteria (those that break down and live off protein) in stools.10 The increase of metabolites doesn’t mean that high protein intake causes kidney disease, but it does indicate increased strain. Also, the presence of bacteria that live off protein in stools means that dogs aren’t digesting excess protein and instead excrete it, where it is consumed by these bacteria. For these reasons, we believe a very high protein diet is not optimal for most dogs, either.


This is why the maintenance recipes in this book aim for 30–35 percent of the calories from protein. Of course, it’s okay to go higher or lower than this on occasion or regularly if your dog doesn’t digest carbohydrates well. Variety and variance keep dogs’ digestive systems adaptable. Protein requirements are easily met by common proteins like chicken, beef, pork, and salmon, as well as some less common options like venison and bison.


Dogs Need Fats


Fats are the main energy source for people and dogs because fat is the densest form of energy. Every gram of fat has 9 calories while each gram of carbohydrate has only 4 calories. Studies show that dogs’ preferred diet has 60 percent or more of the calories from fat.11 Our maintenance recipes aim for about 50 percent of the calories from fat.






ARE SUNFLOWER SEEDS SAFE?


We use sunflower seeds in our recipes despite avoiding sunflower oil. Feeding a small amount of sunflower seeds (for their vitamin E) is very different from using sunflower oil for cooking. Modern seed oils are heavily processed. They are extracted with chemicals, then bleached at high heat and finally deodorized to remove unpleasant smells. Not only are seed oils too high in omega-6 fatty acids, high heat can alter their chemical state.


Our main cooking oils are light olive oil, butter, clarified butter (or ghee), coconut oil, and tallow, and we eat a lot of raw extra-virgin olive oil. Olive oil is high in the monounsaturated fat oleic acid, which is linked with lower inflammation and heart health. Light olive oil has roughly the same fatty acid composition as extra-virgin olive oil but has the plant matter removed. This means it’s safer for low-temperature cooking. For high-temperature frying, we prefer to use clarified butter, tallow, or coconut oil because they are much more stable at high temperatures.





Fats are often stored in animals together with protein, so on a real-food diet, most of your dog’s fat intake will come from meat. Like proteins, oils and fats are made up of different fatty acids. Dogs and people both require omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids. Omega-6 is plentiful in the food supply; oils like safflower oil and corn oil, which are used in processed foods, contain up to 80 percent omega-6.


Omega-3s are much harder to get, especially DHA and EPA, the ones that dogs and people really need. These are most commonly obtained from seafood. The plant version of omega-3, ALA, doesn’t convert well to EPA or DHA in either dogs or people.12 You may have heard that flaxseeds or hemp seeds are a good source of omega-3s, but that’s only partly true. In order to get just 1 gram of DHA from those exclusively plant sources, the average person would need to eat almost a pound of seeds. Omega-3s are particularly important for brain and nervous system function in animals. For example, DHA plays a critical role in the function and structure of synapses, where neurons communicate with one another.13


A number of scientists are studying the ideal ratio of omega-6 to omega-3 in humans, but this research is still emerging, and it’s even more unclear for dogs. Still, there is good evidence that a lower omega-6 to omega-3 ratio is better. One highly cited literature review puts the ancestral ratio of omega-6 to omega-3 for people at 1:1.14 Modern Western diets have a ratio greater than 15:1 on average, and researchers propose that this promotes cancer, heart disease, and autoimmune diseases, while the opposite (a higher intake of omega-3) has suppressive effects.


Two separate studies on omega-6 to omega-3 ratios in dogs suggest that lower is also better. In one small study, scientists first fed dogs a diet with an omega-6 to omega-3 ratio of 25:1 and then switched half of the subjects to a diet with a 5:1 ratio.15 The researchers concluded that a lower ratio had a positive effect on immune response. Another study examined the response to a similar diet change in atopic dogs (those prone to eczema and allergies) and found that nearly half were able to resolve their symptoms.16


Additionally, a small study found that feeding dogs exclusively sunflower oil (which is very high in omega-6) caused the pancreas to work harder compared to exclusively feeding olive oil.17


To lower our omega-6 to omega-3 ratio, we feed/eat lots of fish and supplement with high-quality fish or krill oil for both the pups and ourselves. Fish oil goes rancid far more easily than krill oil and is only about half as bioavailable. The main drawback of krill oil is that it’s more expensive and less potent than fish oil. If you feed fish oil, you can review third-party tests for oxidation by-products on the brands you buy and you can store opened containers in the refrigerator.


Do Dogs Need Carbohydrates?


Technically, no, dogs don’t require carbohydrates. But it’s not as simple as that.


Plants, the main source of biological energy on the planet, make carbohydrates from the sun (the process is called photosynthesis). Nearly all terrestrial creatures rely on this fundamental energy source. (Cats appear to be a rare exception and prefer to use protein for energy.)


Even so, carbs often get blamed for the increasing levels of obesity in people and dogs. It’s easy to think that carbs are evil, but it’s the type and amount of carbohydrates that matter. Highly refined carbohydrates cause trouble. Because most commercial dog foods are 40 percent or more refined carbohydrates, the vast majority of vets are recommending diets that we believe to be far too high in carbohydrates. On the other hand, some nutritionists and vets recommend zero or near-zero carbohydrates, and we believe this approach to be misguided as well.


One of the claims of very low carb proponents is that dogs do not require carbohydrates and thus should not consume them. This logic is flawed. Humans also don’t technically require dietary carbohydrates. But there are many foods that humans don’t technically require but are beneficial, like fermented foods, green tea, and some nuts and seeds.


[image: ]


To get to the bottom of the carbohydrate debate, you have to consider carbs’ structure and their function in the body. Carbohydrate, in its most basic form, is considered to be glucose, a sugar. When health care providers talk about blood sugar, they are referring to how much glucose is dissolved in the blood. Sugar is a basic nutrient in dogs and humans, as glucose is the preferred fuel of the brain. However, some cells, like red blood cells, can only run on glucose. This is one of the reasons there is sugar in the blood at all.


Sugar is so crucial for humans’ and dogs’ functioning that our bodies have a way to make sugars from proteins and fats: a process called gluconeogenesis. Even when a dog is starving, they will still have small amounts of blood glucose that is made through this process. Carbohydrates are considered to be nonessential nutrients simply because both dogs and people can make them.


However, making glucose via gluconeogenesis takes more energy than consuming it because it needs to be put together from smaller parts. For these reasons, we believe eating some dietary carbohydrates is good for both dogs and people. (Variety is also important, so sometimes we feed very low carbohydrate meals as well.)


When animals consume too much pure glucose or too many refined carbohydrates, the trouble begins. Pure glucose gets metabolized very quickly and spikes blood sugar. Frequent blood sugar spikes are harmful for several reasons:
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