PET NUTRITION, DIETS AND FEED SELECTION
by Paul L. Caron, DVM, MS
     The astronomical number of pet food brands and myriad of products offered by each producer is confusing to most pet owners and has even challenged me as I researched this subject and examined labels, propaganda, and claims printed on packages and flyers.  Also, keep in mind that the financial success of a pet food brand is directly related to the amount of shelf space occupied in the grocery store, hence the myriad of products offered.  However, a valid inventory will cover all the life stages of your pets.  So, to help you make the most sense out of this and make an educated feed selection for your healthy dog or cat, I will step you through one approach to achieve this end. 

Nutrition and Nutrients
     First, I will very briefly address nutrition and nutrients.  Nutrients are food constituents that help support life by performing the following functions.  They provide structural components for tissues; regulate and provide materials for chemical reactions; transport substances into, throughout, and out of the body; affect temperature regulation; improve palatability; and provide energy.  The six basic classes (groups) of nutrients are water, carbohydrates, proteins, fats, minerals, and vitamins.  Nutritional adequacy of a diet should always be evaluated in the following order of precedence:  


1.  Water.  Inadequate water intake renders all other nutrient functions deficient.  Always provide fresh, clean water free choice.


2.  Energy-yielding nutrients - carbohydrates, fats, and proteins.  If the total energy of a diet is inadequate, the animal’s body will use some or all of the essential protein for energy instead of for tissue growth and repair.


3.  Protein.  The amount needed for any particular life stage (growth, maintenance, gestation, etc.)  varies with the type of protein used.  Poor digestibility and quality of the protein ingredient will increase the quantity required in the diet.  Animal sources of protein are better than vegetable sources for our dog and cat carnivores.


4.  Minerals and Vitamins.  Deficiencies and imbalances of minerals and vitamins in high quality, commercial dog and cat foods are rare; however, veterinarians may recommend supplementation of minerals and vitamins during pregnancy and growth and for older pets on a case by case basis.

The Label

          The product label is divided into two sections, which are not physically segregated on the package.  The principal display panel identifies the product name, species for which it is intended, and net weight.  The information panel contains the guaranteed analysis, statement of nutritional adequacy, life stage intended for, method of testing the claim(s) (e.g., animal feeding tests), feeding guidelines (how much to feed), ingredient list, and the manufacturer’s identity and address.  A responsible manufacturer will also provide a toll free, customer service number.  The guaranteed analysis only provides minimum or maximum values of key nutrients or nutrient groups.  The usual entries are: Crude Protein not less than ....X%; Crude Fat not less than ....Y%; Crude Fiber not more than ....Z%; Moisture not more than .... XY%.  Other entries may be added at the discretion of the manufacturer.

Evaluating the Label
     Labels fall short of providing enough information for a good, scientific evaluation of a pet food, and in some cases they may be deceiving.  Here are a few tools that will help you with your educated selection.


1.  First select a feed for the species (feline or canine) and the life stage of your pet.  The information panel will identify these life stages as growth (puppies and kittens), maintenance (adult), gestation/lactation, performance, weight reduction, senior, or all life stages.  As you can logically surmise,  including all the best characteristics for all life stages into a single feed formulation is difficult at best.  For optimum nutrition, veterinary nutritionists recommend selecting a feed formulated specifically for the life stage of your pet. 


2.  Look for the statement supporting nutritional claims.  The better feed companies substantiate their claims through “feeding tests” using American Association of Feed Control Officials (AAFCO) procedures to establish that the product provides complete and balanced nutrition for the specific life stage.  A lesser claim substantiation would be that the chemical analysis meets AAFCO “nutritional profiles,” which are less stringent because they do not require feeding tests .  These statements will be printed on the package.


3.  Since ingredients are listed in order of quantity (by weight) used in the formulation, you will have some idea of what ingredients are supplying the bulk of protein, carbohydrates, and fats.  Many feeds use large amounts of grain products to meet energy requirements with carbohydrates.  These are good energy sources; however, grains are not efficient, quality sources of protein for dogs and cats.  So look for animal source products or by-products (e.g. chicken, lamb, meat by-products, fish, animal digest, etc.) high in the list as the best sources of protein.  If you find such products as corn gluten meal or soybean meal (vegetable sources of protein) in the list, particularly if they are higher in the list than the animal source of protein, you might want to consider evaluating another brand. Diets which have to meet high energy requirements (growth, performance, gestation) should be high in fat to reduce the bulk of feed that your pet must consume to meet its energy requirement.  Fat produces more than twice the energy than carbohydrates per unit of weight (pounds, grams, ounces).  Therefore, in low fat feeds (roughly less than 10% fat) you will find the primary protein source ingredient in second or third place in the ingredient list.  In high fat feeds (20% to 40% or more), the primary protein source will nearly always be listed as the first ingredient, and the protein percentage listed in the “Guaranteed Analysis” will jump dramatically.  The total quantity of protein consumed, however, does not change since the animal will be eating less.  Again, animal sources of fat are best to meet the carnivore’s nutritional requirements. You will see animal source fat in the form of ingredients such as chicken fat, beef tallow, fish oil, etc.  A small amount of fiber is important for digestive tract health and production of a firm stool.  Beet pulp and rice bran are two of the best sources; since they are moderately fermentable, they will produce very little gas in the large intestine.


4.  There are two special considerations for cat diets.  Cats have a special requirement for the amino acid, taurine.  When an adequate quantity and mix of good quality animal source protein are in the formulation, taurine does not appear separately in the ingredient list; however, finding taurine on the ingredient list is an indication that the manufacturer may be cutting corners on high quality ingredients and has to add taurine separately to meet the minimum requirement for cats.  High magnesium levels in feline diets will contribute to urinary calculi (stones) resulting in urinary blockages in some cats.  Many cat diets are already too high in magnesium, so specifically select brands that claim low magnesium, and then look for the amount of magnesium listed in the “Guaranteed Analysis” table.  The magnesium percentages should be close to the following: Dry food, 0.095% or less; semi-dry food, 0.065% or less; canned food, 0.025% or less.

Special Diets
     So far I have only discussed diets for the various life stages of healthy companion animals.  I would be negligent not to at least mention prescription diets that your veterinarian has available to treat some of the common disease conditions of dogs and cats.  These include special formulations for heart disease, kidney disease, recurrent urinary stones, food allergies, diabetes, dental disease, obesity, and, most recently, cancer.  If you suspect malnutrition or a disease condition, take your pet to your veterinarian for a diagnosis and special dietary recommendations.

The End Result
     The best diet is only good for your pets if they eat it.  A finicky eater may take some time to convert to a new feed product.  Here’s the “proof of the pudding”(or the diet): Strong white teeth and pink, healthy looking gums; supple skin and glossy hair coat; large firm leg muscles; energetic; firm, dark stool with little odor.  If your dog or cat passes this test, you have probably selected a good diet, provided that you have given consideration to the special ingredient and formulation issues addressed in this article.  An annual physical exam and dental hygiene procedure by your veterinarian will also contribute greatly to your pet’s health and prevention of disease.  For those who want more information and detail, I recommend reading the following publication: The Dog Food Book, Weitzman and Becker.  This is published by “Good Dog!” magazine, and you may order it by telephone (800-968-1738).
