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Feeding a healthy and safe diet to “Fluffy” or “Fido” has become a priority for many pet owners.  Pet food recalls are too prevalent and are getting the attention of many who are concerned about their pets.  Many pet owners want to learn more about what they are feeding, but reading pet food labels can be confusing and deceiving.  

The pet food manufacturing industry is regulated by the Food and Drug Administration’s Center of Veterinary Medicine.  The regulations for pet foods are very lax and poorly monitored.  Therefore, as pet owners, we must take a proactive role in understanding pet food labels and our pets’ nutritional needs.  
1. List of ingredients

The ingredients (like human food) are required to be listed in order by weight.  There are two things you should know when reading the label:  1). Proteins are listed before the moisture is removed and therefore will appear to weigh more than its actual dry state.  Proteins listed as a “meal” is in its dry state and should be listed before a grain.  2)  Some foods may use several different grains and will be listed separately on the label.  In the aggregate, they could out weigh the ingredients listed ahead of them.  Many pet food manufacturers use these strategies to make the protein sources look more prevalent.

2. Protein:  

Cats are true carnivores and dogs are omnivores (although this is argued).  In any case dogs lean towards the carnivore spectrum, as their sharp pointy fangs are made to eat meat.  In the wild, they consume fruits, vegetables and grains by eating the stomach contents of their prey.  However, the canine’s primary purpose of eating the stomach lining is for the high levels of digestive enzymes they need to absorb the nutrients in the food.  Many nutritionists believe the consumption of grains is only incidental and not necessary.  
Often, pet food manufactures will use inexpensive substitutes for protein such as corn gluten, wheat gluten and soy.  Dogs and cats can not readily absorb protein from vegetable sources; therefore, the “guaranteed analysis” for protein levels becomes deceiving.
With that said, the first ingredient listed on the label should be a meat source.  Avoid “meat by-products”, as they are low quality parts of the animal that are unsuitable for human consumption.  They consist of feet, beaks, brains, intestines and some feathers.  They can also be derived from "4-D" meat sources -- defined as food from animals that have been rejected for human consumption because they were presented to the meat packing plant as "dead, dying, diseased or disabled."  
3. Carborhydrates

Avoid corn, wheat and soy as these are the top three allergens for dogs and cats.  Many mass market pet food manufacturers use these ingredients because they are inexpensive.  Surprisingly, many of these ingredients are listed first, indicating that a “filler” is the most prevalent ingredient in the food.

Look for whole grains such as Barley, Rice and Oats.  Watch out for grain fragments such as Brewers Rice, Peanut Hulls, Rice Hulls and Oat Hulls.  These are the byproduct left over after human food processing. 

4. Supplements
Due to the extreme temperatures that dry and can foods are cooked, much of the vitamins and minerals are lost.  Therefore, vitamins and minerals are added back to dry and canned food based on the recommended daily allowance of vitamins and minerals for a healthy dog or cat.  However, most dogs and cats require additional supplements due to age, disease, susceptibilities, overweight, urinary tract infections and crystals, skin conditions, intensive training, digestion and absorption, etc.  Supplements are essential for your dog’s specific needs for optimal health and vitality.  Consult with a Pet Nutrition Specialist to tailor supplements for your pet’s specific needs.
5. Homemade and Raw Diets
The best nutrition you can provide to your pet is a fresh homemade diet consisting of raw meat, bones and vegetables.  Feeding raw diets closely mimic the canine and feline ancestors in the wild.  Raw meat contains natural digestive enzymes that are needed to absorb the nutrients in food.  The fallback is ensuring that the diet is balanced with the vitamins, minerals and amino acids your pet requires.  Further, it can be time consuming and expensive.  
Alternatively, Raw Diets that are formulated with the daily allowance of vitamins and minerals are available at pet food specialty stores.  These diets can be fed exclusively, or can be added to a dry kibble.  For cost consideration, feeding ½ Raw with ½ kibble will still have a tremendous benefit to your pet than feeding kibble alone.  The natural digestive enzymes in the raw meat allows for greater nutritional absorption of the kibble when fed together. 
6. Cost Considerations
Feeding higher quality food naturally should cost more.  Fortunately, this isn’t always the case!  Many mass market pet foods that have the perception of being the healthiest foods on the market are not healthy foods at all.  Many are owned by large conglomerates that spend tremendous amounts of money on marketing to create a “healthy” image, and have been very successful doing so.  Their business model is a profitable one, because of the cross between their human products and dog products.  They are efficient because they are able to use the waste from human production for the pet food lines.  This is why the mass marketers tend to have the lowest quality ingredients of animal byproducts and grain fragments.

Look for alternatives to prescription diets.  Prescription diets are expensive and can contain corn, soy, animal by-products, grain fragments and chemical preservatives.  For certain medical conditions, an alternative is not available.  However, many healthy alternatives are available for obesity, allergies, sensitive stomachs, urinary health and early kidney disease.  Visit a local pet food specialty store for a consultation.
Don’t be fooled by the perceived “image”.  Read the ingredients and look for high quality ingredients discussed in this article.  In the end, your pet will live a longer, healthier life with fewer medical problems.
If you have questions or comments about this article, please contact Michelle Lonergan at michelle@tabbyandjacks.com
