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  I solemnly swear to use my scientific knowledge and

  skills … for the protection of animal health.

  The Veterinarian’s Oath

  The most beautiful and most profound experience

  is the sensation of the mystical. It is the sower

  of all true science.

  Albert Einstein


   

  The Real Deal: Experiences with Alternative Treatments

  Do You Have to Be A Believer? The Skeptics’ Story

  A dog with persistent canine lick granuloma is treated with acupuncture.

  A dog with a mystery past is taken to an animal psychic.

  Adhesions are broken and hyperreactive muscles are switched off.

  A horse with an unexplained tumor is scheduled for euthanasia, and then saved.

  Bird of No Paradise

  Light, color, and crystals to improve a parrot’s mood.

  Aquapuncture: The Weal of Fortune

  Small injections hold acupuncture pressure on a horse.

  Assessing a dog’s health by testing her fur.

  Chiropractic: Adjusting Perceptions

  Many bodies, many methods.

  Stomach ulcers in horses treated with a homeopathic preparation.

  Holistic Health: Da

  A stringhalt horse gets chiropractic, homeopathy lasers, magnets, and more.

  The Gat’s Meow: Baccoon 1, Kitty o

  Modern medicine steps in for a dying cat.

  The Shopping Trip: Nutrition, Evidence, and Straw

  Checking in with a specialty store, checking in with science.


  Foreword

  BY RACE FOSTER, DVM

  KEEPING ANIMALS HEALTHY has evolved into a profession called veterinary medicine. Historically, those that knew the most about animals were the chosen ones to provide advice. In this country, General George Washington recognized the need for animal health and helped to elevate the farriers because of their hands on approach and knowledge of animals. It was the farrier that oftentimes provided “veterinary care.”

  In the mid-and late 1800s came the development of the great teaching institutions, and veterinary medicine became a professional degree. A degree earned gave the graduate the right to practice veterinary medicine and devise a living from keeping animals healthy.

  For over one hundred years, veterinary science has attempted to unravel the secrets of disease prevention and treatment. Success has been overwhelming; but much remains to be discovered, and the quest for full answers will be eternal.

  The modern-day veterinary practitioners are armed with a huge base of scientific data to support their understanding of animal disease processes. Additionally, modern medicine has provided us with a wide array of drugs and medications to support our treatments.

  Once a disease or disorder is recognized, it may or may not be treatable. Usually we think of treatments as involving manufactured drugs; some good, some potentially bad. The educated veterinarian of today also recognizes the potential use of alternative therapies, most described in the text of this book.

  Alternative treatments are real and can be extremely beneficial. Remember that before modern science, alternative treatments were all that was available, and there is no argument from me that their benefits have withstood the test of time. Outside of modern science— maybe, but beneficial—yes.

  In reviewing the contents of this book, I realized how much I need to learn. I cannot be a good and credible veterinarian if I am passive to the possibilities that alternative treatments provide. In reading this book, I have become a better veterinarian, and the animal kingdom will be better for it. Every veterinary teaching institution, veterinarian, and pet owner should similarly become informed. Reading the following pages will help them accomplish that.
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  Part 1


  Orientation: Before You Explore

  CONTROVERSY ABOUNDS IN the field of alternative treatments, even with the very terms used to describe the collective array of therapies available. Some people rightly point out that even the term alternative treatment is problematic because conventional treatment frequently offers multiple proven options—alternatives— for a specific medical condition. This argument treads around the reality: We all know we are talking about treatments that are generally an alternative to conventional medicine. But things get murkier still. Some refer to complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) as a set of options or adjuncts to conventional modern medicine. Complementary or integrative medicine seeks to combine alternatives with conventional medicine. By integrating alternatives with conventional care, proponents hope to achieve the best of both worlds. Alternative therapies considered in place of standard medical practice are necessarily nonstandard treatments, because if they were standard conventional care, then they could not be labeled alternatives.

  The strictest conventional medical view is that alternative treatments, as the term is commonly understood, are unproven, therefore ineffective and a waste of time and money at best, quackery and fraud at worst. But more and more, people are making the dogleg turn away from conventional medicine and toward alternative options for care. And more and more, modern medicine must take these alternatives seriously. So if a treatment is called alternative, then to what is it an alternative? Just to standard conventional care? Why would anyone choose a nonstandard treatment that is not accepted by the best clinicians, the best universities? This question will be explored even before we examine the multitude of treatments now available for animals, but we’ll first agree to simply call them alternatives and not further belabor the term.

  Natural Healing for Cats, Dogs, Horses, and Other Animals is an overview of nontraditional therapies and treatments available for animals. It examines dozens of choices without promoting any one particular method. It compares the advantages and disadvantages of these alternative treatments and then offers specific advice on what to look for and what to avoid in choosing a practitioner.

  Many books are available to guide a layperson through some aspect of alternative treatment, for example a book focusing on herbal remedies or aromatherapy. Most of these books tend to approach the therapy from an advocate’s position without necessarily demanding to know: Does it work? This is a question that must be asked, and the answer is often tenuous and anecdotal, avoiding strict science. Some advocates openly discourage questioning and just cannot answer the hard questions. Other guides reject all alternative therapies—an approach that, when rendered by a member of conventional mainstream medicine, can appear to be turf guarding.

  It’s OK to ask questions, indeed to explore alternative treatments with skepticism. Let’s try for a neutral approach, examining both the advocates’ and the detractors’ views of each treatment. If we do less than this, we haven’t really examined all treatment options.

  There are dozens of veterinary colleges in the United States, Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom. While some of these veterinary programs engage some alternative therapies, it is certainly fair to say the general scientific community of established veterinarians does not wholly embrace all alternative treatments examined in this book.

  Are the alternative treatments discussed here just a New Age phenomena? No. In fact, many methods predate modern medicine. Further, one would hesitate to categorically term alternatives to conventional veterinary treatment as not having a tradition behind them, even though they are thought of by some as nontraditional treatments. For example, traditional Chinese medicine (often referred to as TGM), including veterinary care, is often touted to have been followed for several millennia. Of course, herbal remedies have a longer history than does modern medicine. Neanderthals used comfrey and other botanical medicines; they never just jumped into a car and drove to a doctor’s office. Ayurveda, an ancient folk medicine from the Indian subcontinent, is still practiced today.

  However, this is not a battle of Eastern versus Western medicine. While some therapies discussed in these pages would be accurately classified under the realm of Eastern medicine (including acupuncture, acupressure, ayurveda, reiki, and numbers of herbal remedies), some treatments were founded in Europe, such as homeopathy and naturopathy, while reflexology is thought by some to have come from ancient Egypt. Other treatments, such as chiropractic and NAET (Nambudripad Allergy Elimination Technique) came from North America.

  So what alternative treatments are available for our animals? The list is staggering and sometimes overlapping.
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  List of Alternative Treatments

  CHIROPRACTORS, HOMEOPATHS, naturopaths holistic veterinarians, and other practitioners of alternative treatments for animals may employ any of the following alternative treatments and diagnostic methods. (Therapies known by more than one name are also listed here by those synonyms.)
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  Do You Have to Be a Believer? The Skeptics’ Story

  A couple’s dog scraped his hind legs jumping a fence. The wounds did not seem bad enough to require a trip to the veterinarian, so they gently cleaned the abrasions and then simply left them alone. After a few days, when the dog licked the wounds excessively, they carefully bandaged his legs.

  They thought it was a minor problem. However, the dog licked the bandages. Soon, he chewed the bandages off and went back to licking the scrapes. A month passed during which they tried more bandages with bad-tasting sprays on them. Still, the dog licked his bandages off and pestered the wounds incessantly. Their veterinarian examined the dog, noted the very poor healing of simple scrapes, and recommended an Elizabethan collar.

  “An eighty-pound dog can push over a lot of stuff walking around the house with a stiff plastic collar strapped around his neck, and he can get pretty pouty as well,” the man said. They didn’t want to disrupt their household or make their dog unhappy; they just wanted him to let his legs heal.

  The veterinarian identified the problem as canine lick granu-loma. She wanted to try acupuncture and further wanted to show the couple how to do it. They were skeptical but didn’t have a better reason not to try it other than, well, they just didn’t believe in it. One of the owners asked the vet how acupuncture worked.

  “I don’t know,” the vet said. And she told them that it doesn’t always work but she persuaded the clients to give it a try.

  So they learned to put tiny needles near the scrapes.

  “Our dog didn’t seem to mind at all,” the woman said, “but then this was a dog who never cared about shots either. We left the needles in for ten minutes or so, like the vet said to do. We were to do this home acupuncture treatment several times a week. In less than a week however, something amazing happened. He quit licking the scrapes, and real healing finally began. We wished we’d tried acupuncture weeks and weeks earlier.”
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  The Big Boom in Alternative Treatments

  WHY IS HERE such an apparent increase in alternative treatment and holistic care?

  An abundance of anecdotal evidence—a funny term for stories that are not actual evidence but rather are stories from people like the couple above who report solving their dog’s wound-licking through acupuncture—increases the appeal of alternatives. Perhaps less admirable reasons include iconoclasm and a blanket rejection of modern medicine. Ascetics and minimalists may naturally turn to alternative care as a primary choice.

  Another factor giving rise to the burgeoning interest in alternative treatments may be related to an increased population naturally leading to an increased use of every option. Also, globalization and rapid communication via the Internet and other modalities have dramatically sped the transfer of knowledge and ideas, making more people aware of the range of alternatives available. Perhaps there is more open-mindedness now than ever before, and certainly, people want to be smart consumers. We want to know what’s wrong, and we want to understand our choices when deciding what to do about a problem.

  But we don’t want to be duped.

  Oversight for the alternative treatment side of animal health is variable. In the United States, industry regulation comes from— and is missed by—overlapping and conflicting interests. The U.S. Food and Drug Administration’s Center for Veterinary Medicine regulates food additives, drugs, and devices that are administered to animals, with the exception of vaccines (which are regulated by the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Center for Veterinary Bio-logics), but neither Center handles the vast alternative supplements administered by the various alternative practitioners for animals. The National Animal Supplement Council is a trade organization of companies that promote supplements for animals, but no one organization studies whether any of these alternatives have any efficacy.

  Human and animal physiology have so much in common that answers and education sought for one species may initially be found in reviewing treatment testing on another species. It is crucial to remember, however, that species are not interchangeable, and efficacy must eventually be demonstrated on the animal species being treated. For example, dogs can process certain artificial sweeteners—alcohol sugars—that humans cannot, and thus can become critically hyperglycémie on a product that gives no digestible sugar or calories to a human. The meat-eating cat and the grass-eating horse have very different nutritional and supplementation needs, behaviors (one being a predator and the other being a prey animal) and rest requirements (one happily sleeping about twenty hours a day while the other stays awake for the same number of hours). So when searching for information on a problem or a possible treatment, first look broadly, but then narrow the examination to the same kind of animal in the same circumstances. The big boom has put a great deal of information out for the consumer, but we have to be smart consumers of that information.

  In broad study of the alternatives, tremendous recognition and effort has been made. In 1991, Congress funded the Office of Alternative Medicine and in 1998, this office was elevated to a National Institutes of Health Office. By 1999, the Office became the National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine. Clearly, the big boom in alternative treatments has caused a complementary boom in research and information.

  What else has provoked the interest? There is an understandable desire to avoid side effects and complications from strong medications. Some people may turn to alternative therapies with a hope of keeping costs down. Wanting to have explored every possibility in caring for a beloved pet is a motivating factor for some people who try nontraditional therapies. We want to do all that can be done. Also, many people have an undeniable urge for natural care and treatment.
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  Know What Is Natural and What Is Nonsense

  ISN’T NATURE JUST naturally more natural, and isn’t that a Good Thing?

  First, we have to define our terms. What is natural? And let’s consider not just what natural means but also why we think it’s wonderful. It certainly sounds healthy, but then, strictly speaking, many diseases can be regarded as perfectly natural, as are many poisons. Eventual death is certainly natural. Some might think of any prescription as unnatural, and some might find many of the alternative treatments explored here as unnatural. Because we can all define the word differently, we must ask the practitioner who advocates natural what he or she means by the term.

  Some people portray pharmaceutical companies as akin to a secret cabal dominating health care. These people might eschew all commercial drug therapies prescribed by modern veterinarians. A more moderate approach accepts the need for serious medication in serious situations but wants to avoid strong chemicals and strong side effects whenever reasonable.

  Remember, a rejection of all things synthetic demands rejecting a simple vitamin G tablet. Some all-natural proponents decry pet diets that are widely deemed acceptable by the best veterinarians at the best universities. Many herbs recommended by alternative treatment practitioners are toxic. It is an ironic tragedy that a person may accidentally harm an animal while trying to give it natural, alternative treatment. Caring for an animal should not be a matter of guesswork or amateurism, and making smart choices takes considerable effort. The U.S. Food and Drug Administration’s GRAS list—a published list of substances Generally Recognized as Safe—will not help someone trying to decide if an unlisted substance is safe to try. And not every veterinarian will be enthused about a client wanting more information that could result in consumers taking business elsewhere. Separating the safe from the dangerous or silly is largely left to the individual.

  Nonsensical claims of healing that fly in the face of all logic abound, and what works for one animal might not work for another. If a practitioner says he can adjust your dog’s chi, correct his energy along proper meridians, or has a tonic that can treat a wide array of completely unrelated problems, shouldn’t we ask for proof? And what should we accept as proof?

  BELOW: Chromotherapy, heliotherapy, chakra adjustment. Can a blue light bath soothe this cat?
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  Science, Proof, and Placebos

  THERE IS A spectrum along which all treatments, both conventional and alternative, fall. At one end would be widely accepted conventional modern medicine, including surgery and pharmaceutical intervention, generally backed by numerous studies. At the other end of the spectrum would be highly mystical processes or actions that have never been broadly documented as successful in healing.

  Modern medicine was, of course, preceded by folk traditions, herbal treatments, and superstitions. Hippocrates, born around 460 BG is often considered to be the father of Western medicine. He established the rule of doing no further harm and the need to perform a detailed physical examination of the patient. However, anatomy and physiology was not understood for many, many more centuries. Not having a modern understanding of the body’s form and function, conjecture by early peoples created all manner of myths and hypotheses to fill the void.

  Ancient Greeks believed there were four humors (black bile, yellow bile, blood, and phlegm), and they linked each of these fluids to one of the following essential characteristics: warm, cool, dry, and wet. They further linked personality types and seasons to each humor, as well as what they considered the four elements: earth, air, fire, and water. Believing in their concept of these four humors, and believing humoral imbalance to be responsible for illness, led to bloodletting and purging as primitive medical treatments. Paralleled in India and China, these ancient Greek concepts lasted for many, many centuries. Western medicine only slowly became modern science, with a careful method of inquiry, starting in the last few hundred years and accelerating in progress rapidly in the last century.

  Vitalism, the belief that vital forces controlled life, was entrenched in ancient times. Beliefs in prana, chakra, aura, chi are examples of vitalism, with modern proponents viewing the concept of an animal’s vital life force as distinct from physical and chemical processes understood in modern physiology. Like vitalism, many folk cures have been preserved, with some of these resurfacing as alternative treatments in modern times. The difficulty lies in intelligently examining the vast alternatives with an open mind.

  One guide to alternative treatments completely rejects nearly every nonconventional therapy available. Dozens of books on alternative therapies and so-called natural pet care point to real case studies—anecdotes—to prove their efficacy, but proof is something else entirely.

  Within these lay guides, there is a startling lack of information on physical examination and assessment. A foundation of conventional medicine is its emphasis on patient assessment. No one who is not competent at assessing animals should ever assess an animal without proper guidance or training. A listless animal at rest with a weak, rapid pulse has a very different problem from a listless animal at rest with a strong heartbeat at an appropriately moderate tempo— and pulse is just one sign used in making a thorough physical assessment of a patient.

  While good patient-assessment skills should be found among conventional and alternative practitioners, there are certainly charlatans who lack this basic knowledge. Alternative treatments do not exist on their own. They need practitioners to provide them. It is reasonable to ask these practitioners to defend their knowledge, their success, and their familiarity with both traditional therapy and their recommended nontraditional treatment. They should also reveal any potential conflict of interest. Someone who sells a specific herb preparation, for example, is not in the best position to claim that it is the best remedy for any particular ailment.

  Science

  Modern bioscience will embrace and swallow alternative methods that are proven to work. In effect, an alternative treatment can graduate to conventional medicine, because once a modality is well proven, it is no longer alternative—it’s mainstream.

  To reasonably identify a specific remedy as effective for a specific ailment, science turns to empirical, evidence-based medicine. Veterinary education follows this trend faithfully. The largest mainstream veterinary groups in North America is the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA). AVMAs guidelines on complementary and alternative medicine identify a need for all treatments to meet the scientific standards equivalent to those of mainstream medicine.

  Standard scientific testing includes studies over as large a sample population as possible (large sample); a random selection in which some of the population are given the treatment and some are given only inert treatment, a placebo (randomization and control); both the subject population and the examiners not knowing until after the treatment course which patients received the placebo and which received the study treatment (double-blind); releasing the study design and results to professional colleagues for independent examination (peer review); and reproducible results, that is, a repeated study should make a similar finding.

  In poorly controlled studies, self-serving bias occurs when unexplained positive consequences are attributed to a treatment without causation necessarily being proven. Other errors of attribution, spurious relationships, and counterfactual claims muddy attempts to prove alternatives.

  Modern science further relies on contemporary teachings of anatomy and physiology, even when attempting to consider ideas outside the realm of what they believe to be true. Intangible concepts of life forces simply cannot fit under the scientific realm.

  The Problem of Proof

  Although good scientific studies of treatments are peer-reviewed, double-blind, randomized, reproducible, and conducted over large samples, they still have difficulty pointing to absolute cause and effect because living beings are so complex and there are many factors that can affect an animal and a treatment. There tends to be a natural waxing and waning to many illnesses, with many people seeking help only when things are at their worst. The horse’s lameness, the cat’s lethargy, the dog being off his feed—all might have improved without the visit to the veterinarian if the animal’s condition naturally improved. In many cases, there is no way of knowing absolutely if improvement is due to the treatment, the animal, or the disease process winding down.

  Anecdotes and testimonials, such as that of the couple who tried acupuncture to treat their dog’s excessive licking, are not proof of a treatment’s efficacy.

  Cognitive bias in the form of subject-expectancy effect occurs when the patient expects a certain effect from a treatment. While animals aren’t susceptible to this, the people who care for them are; and it is us, the animal lovers, who experience the observer-expectancy effect and may report improvement that does not exist. Regression to the mean and cognitive dissonance may also be misinterpreted as results from a treatment under study.

  Animals are both better and worse subjects than people for evaluating a treatment. People can tell us how they feel. Animals exhibit signs, symptoms, and behavior without speech. People lie, both intentionally and unintentionally. They might misstate how long their dog is left unattended or how much he is exercised, because they mean to do better by the animal in the future and are adjusting their answer to what they plan on doing, not what they are actually doing. They might have missed observing the dog vomiting and report that he is no longer vomiting. Some animals are incredibly stoic, and some superficially appear to have the same countenance whether they are in pain or simply resting.

  Most evaluations of animals have a significant subjective factor, however. For example, while a vital sign such as pulse or temperature is an absolute number, external factors influence vital signs. A person who wants her animal to feel better and is anxiously looking for signs of improvement may report improvement where none concretely exists. This can be a matter of the placebo response in reporting or observer-expectancy. Also, while some people erroneously report that there is no such thing as an actual placebo response among animals, the effect is demonstrated in some instances. Some animals respond to a simple saline injection where others are given a drug. In humans, this is termed the subject-expectancy.
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