Food and Nutrition - You (and your dog) Are What You Eat.

What do you feed your dog? If you are like most people, you'll say "kibble" or maybe "canned food," or both. Millions of dogs around the world eat kibble every day and most people believe those dogs are healthy and live a good, long life. But have you ever really thought about what kibble is and how it is produced? What exactly are you feeding your dog? Have you ever actually read the ingredients on the side of the package? Can you pronounce all the words? 

So many questions! How do you go about finding a good diet for your dog? If you were to do a Google internet search for “dog nutrition,” you would find 3,530,000 different results, each claiming to be best information or the best product for your pet. Everything is out there including articles from manufacturers telling you that commercial kibble is far superior to feeding your dog anything else, and Federally regulated, commercially prepared foods have processing methods and quality assurance programs that limit the potential of food-borne illnesses in pets and offer guarantees, a nutritional profile, and bio-availability, and that “home-made” diets can “contain contaminants and are not balanced unless formulated by a nutritionist” Other topics include why synthetic preservatives are actually good for your dog. Still others will tell you that supplements and vitamins are necessary for your dog to be healthy. How are you supposed to know what to do?

A Little History 

Let’s get real. What did dogs (and cats) eat before we had kibble and canned food formulated by “nutritionists” and mass-manufactured? People tell me all the time, “Kibble is a balanced food. Look how long dogs are living now because of their food” or, “my dog eats kibble and he’s just fine.” Let’s take a look at the kibble-as-balanced-food premise first. The use of bagged, canned and kibbled foods, which are cooked and highly processed, have only been around for the last 100 years and only became popular in the United States after World War II. Most people born in the last fifty years do not have any memory of feeding dogs in any other manner. Before that, people fed their dogs scraps from the table and gave them eggs, raw bones and meat, or other unprocessed food. So why did things change? Two words: money and convenience.

In 1860 an Ohio electrician named James Spratt introduced a baked biscuit made from wheat, beet root, vegetables and beef blood. He enjoyed a great success in England and eventually in America and others soon jumped on the “dog food” bandwagon. In the 1930’s depression, money was tight and less meat was fed to the family dog, so more processed packaged food containing grain and cereal products made their way to market. In the 1940’s canned and dehydrated dog food. During this time marketers were touting the superiority of their products by stating that they contained waste products such as grain hulls, sweepings and meat unusable for human consumption but that dogs still did well.

In the 1950’s Purina perfected a new method of manufacturing called “extrusion,” which consisted of combining and cooking the ingredients together in a liquid form, and then mechanically pushing them through the extruder, which then expanded the piece of dog food, after which it was baked again. These dog food pieces were much larger and lighter than other types of manufactured food and gave the appearance of ‘more for your money’. ‘Clever marketing’ in the race to promote dog food to the public was born. 

Since 1958 The Pet Food Institute (PFI) has been “the voice of the U.S. pet food industry” and more than instrumental in steering the public away from the contrived “dangers” of table food scraps, and toward the importance of feeding processed dog food. With 60 million dogs and 75 million cats in the U.S. alone (2005), the pet food industry lobby has a lot to gain by pushing its products onto the public.

What’s In It? 

Today’s kibble contains many harmful ingredients including slaughterhouse offal, grains considered “unfit for human consumption” (i.e., moldy or rotten), waste products such as intestines, udders, esophagi, diseased and cancerous animal parts, and, yes, the bodies of pet dogs and cats that have been euthanized at veterinarian clinics.  Did you ever stop to think about what happens to those pets that people don’t have cremated or buried?  Well, that’s it.

These and other wonderful ingredients are turned into profit by selling them to pet food manufacturers, who then feed them to your pets.  Meat and poultry meals, by-product meals, and meat-and-bone meal are common ingredients in pet foods.  The term “meal” means that these materials are not used fresh, but have been rendered.  What is rendering?  Rendering, as defined by Webster’s Dictionary, is “to process as for industrial use: to render livestock carcasses and to extract oil from fat, blubber, etc., by melting.” 

The cooking methods used by pet food manufacturers — such as rendering, extruding and baking — do not destroy the hormones used to fatten livestock or increase milk production, or drugs such as antibiotics or the barbiturates used to euthanize animals.  All of it goes into kibble and into your pets.

Ever opened a bag a dog food and gagged at the smell?  The source is most often rendered animal fat, restaurant grease, or other oils too rancid or deemed inedible for humans.  Restaurant grease has become a major component of feed grade animal fat over the last fifteen years.  This grease, often held in fifty-gallon drums, may be kept outside for weeks, exposed to extreme temperatures with no regard for its future use.  “Fat blenders” or rendering companies then pick up this used grease and mix the different types of fat together, stabilize them with powerful antioxidants to retard further spoilage, and then sell the blended products to pet food companies and other end users. 

These fats are sprayed directly onto extruded kibbles and pellets to make an otherwise bland or distasteful product palatable.  The fat also acts as a binding agent to which manufacturers add other flavor enhancers such as digests.  Pet food scientists have discovered that animals love the taste of these sprayed fats.  Manufacturers are masters at getting a dog or a cat to eat something she would normally walk away from.

Additives in Processed Pet Foods.

What else is in your dog’s favorite food?  Anticaking agents, Antimicrobial agents, Antioxidants, Coloring agents, Curing agents, Drying agents, Emulsifiers, Firming agents, Flavor enhancers, Flavoring agents, Flour treating agents, Formulation aids, Humectants, Leavening agents, Lubricants, Nonnutritive sweeteners, Nutritive sweeteners, Oxidizing and reducing agents, pH control agents, Processing aids, Sequestrants, Solvents, vehicles, Stabilizers, thickeners, Surface active agents, Surface finishing agents, Synergists, and Texturizers.  Wow.  I don’t even know what half this stuff is for, but it doesn’t sound like food to me. 

Food-Derived Illnesses 

Let’s face it: if we fed ourselves and our kids the same type of diet we get from the dog food manufacturers, we’d be eating a steady diet of junk food.  Oh, wait a minute – as a nation, we do eat a steady diet of junk food.  Cancers, epilepsy, pancreatitis, periodontal disease, skin disease, kidney, liver and heart disease, diabetes, obesity – these diseases and more have permeated our culture and cost us billions of health-care dollars every year.  And now, thanks to our need for convenient, inexpensive food for our animals and the resulting garbage we are given by the pet food manufacturers, they cost us billions in veterinary care dollars as well.

According to a variety of sources, including an article printed on AltVetMed.org, “a dog or cat on one of the very cheapest diets may be eating pet food that contains the remains of other pet dogs and cats, and the pentobarbital levels may be significant. Slaughterhouse animals rejected for human use due to high antibiotic levels also make their way into pet foods.  The American Journal of Cardiology has warned that children allergic to penicillin could die from accidentally eating pet food!  The moral to this horror story is this: some pet food manufacturers have determined (supported by scientists, nutritionists and government representatives) that meat rejected for humans is fine for cats and dogs.”  Combine this with the overall lack of nutrition and harmful ingredients sold to us in packaged pet foods and you will begin to see a pattern of declining health and increasingly disastrous and rising health issues.

Go to any veterinary clinic and you will see animals suffering from diseases that didn’t exist 50 years ago.

So What Do You Feed Them? 

Dogs (and, even moreso, cats) are carnivores.  Their bodies and all its systems are designed to eat raw meat, bones, entrails, organs, and some vegetable matter.  I used to think that dogs were too far removed from their wolf ancestry to be able to eat those things, but I was wrong.  Even though we humans have changed dogs’ exteriors to suit us, “dogs and wolves share 99.8% of their mitochondrial DNA” (mDNA) and “ differ from wolves by at most 0.2% of the mDNA sequence.”  Dogs and wolves can interbreed and produce fertile offspring (unlike Mules, which are the product of a horse and a donkey, and are sterile), dogs left in the wild will form wild packs and hunt other animals.  Finally, the Smithsonian Institute has recently reclassified dogs as Canis lupus familiaris (Wayne, R.K. "What is a Wolfdog?" www.fiu.edu/~milesk/Genetics.htm), placing it in the same species as the gray wolf, Canis lupus.

So, having said that, what can you feed your cute little furry housemate and be assured of giving him or her all the nutrition she or he needs without (a) spending hours in the kitchen cooking, or (b) spending your whole paycheck?  The idea of one pet food providing all the nutrition a companion animal will ever need for its entire life is a dangerous myth.  As you can see from this article, disease and poor health can be a direct result of poor diet.

Many of you have heard of the Bones And Raw Food diet, more succinctly, albeit more disgustingly, referred to as BARF.  Many of you haven’t.  The name itself is enough to put most of us off, however if you can get past that I’m betting you’re going to find something to cheer about.  In my quest to provide the absolute best care for my dogs I have tried everything from so-called “natural” commercial kibbles to veterinary prescription diet kibbles to making home-cooked meals.  I bought a 43 gallon commercial pressure cooker and we made 100 pounds of dog food per batch.  Of course, I had 6 Standard Poodles at the time…  Anyway, about 6 years ago my father started feeding his Sharpei raw chicken and nothing else.  He’d just put a few legs and wings in a bowl and “Tar” would eat them.  I thought he was nuts but I started reading up on feeding raw food to dogs and I started seeing a trend of thought that made sense to me.

In a nutshell, feeding raw food to dogs provides them with everything they need.  I personally feed my dogs a couple of different brands of raw.  One is Primal and the other is Nature's Variety.  Both are made with organic vegetables and are very clean. They both come in nugget size or patty size. You can get them at a variety of locations. The other thing I've found with pre-packaged raw diets is that they are somewhat bland. I have had to supplement my dogs' food with something a little tastier; not much, just a tablespoon or so.  I add everything from steamed veggies to cooked fish, raw chicken bones, soup, yogurt, canned organic pumpkin and sweet potatoes, or other items from my refrigerator.  If you have any questions, for more of this article or for a copy of the whole thing you can email me at pat@luratics.com. 
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