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      FOREWORD

      Christie Keith is contributing editor for Pet Connection and she writes the online pet care column for the San Francisco Chronicle as well as the Your Whole Pet column twice monthly. She is the past director and editor of AOL’s Pet Care Forum, editor of the Veterinary Information Network’s pet owner website, and the founding editor of VeterinaryPartner.com. She has written numerous articles on pet health care and has bred, owned, and shown Scottish Deerhounds under the kennel name Caber Feidh.

      I’m a contributing editor for Universal Press Syndicate’s Pet Connection and helped cover the 2007 pet food recall for our nationally syndicated column and blog. Thousands of people came to our site during the many months of rolling recalls, desperate for information on how to safely and nutritiously feed their dogs a homemade diet.

      Most of these people had been convinced such a thing was all but impossible, that dogs have such mysterious and precise nutritional needs that only scientists are capable of formulating their diets, and only pet food manufacturers are capable of producing them.

      But I knew different. I had been feeding my own pets homemade diets for more than twenty-one years at that point. So I was not surprised when many of those people discovered that it was not as difficult as they had been told, nor did it surprise me when they found that making that change triggered many improvements in their dogs’ health.

      Lew Olson is one of the first people I “met” years ago when the internet and its thousands of email lists, message boards, and forums first made it possible for people all over the country and the world to communicate easily about how we were caring for our dogs. Lew and I struck up an online friendship that later became an offline one, largely because we shared a similar philosophy about homemade dog diets.

      That philosophy, which is the foundation of this book, is that feeding a nutritious, wholesome homemade diet to our dogs is neither as difficult as we’ve been told, nor as foolproof as some “dog nutrition gurus” would suggest. That is because while it may be true that it is no more difficult to make your dog’s food at home than it is to make your own, it is also no easier. Many people do not do a great job of making nutritional choices for themselves, mostly because modern life leaves them short on time and energy, and because we live in a culture of convenience. However, as Lew points out, when humans hit the fast-food lane, we know we are doing it because it’s easy and don’t fool ourselves that it’s because it’s better for us. The opposite has become true with our pets; we’ve come to see packaged convenience foods as the nutritious choice for them, even while we know that a fresh, varied diet is the nutritious choice for us.

      In this book you’ll not only discover why dogs do best on a fresh, varied diet just like we do, but also get easy detailed instructions on how to provide one. Lew gives specific recipes, supplement recommendations, and simple steps you can take to make sure you don’t over- or under-supply your dog’s nutritional needs.

      However, basic information isn’t all you will find in these pages. Lew outlines nutritional concepts that will enable you to evaluate canine nutritional information on your own, as well as to make sense of the often conflicting advice provided by pet food manufacturers, veterinarians, dog breeders, pet store employees, people you meet at the dog park, and the internet’s thousands of “experts.”

      Lew believes, like I do, that there is no one true way to feed a dog, and thus her book is refreshingly free of dogma. Want to include raw meat and bones in your dog’s diet? She tells you how. Want to feed your dog raw meat, but without bones? She tells you how to do that too. She also tells you how to feed your dog balanced cooked diets. Then she does something a generation of pet food industry propaganda has been trying to convince us all can’t be done: she tells us how to safely, and nutritiously, add fresh foods to your dog’s kibble.

      Over the last two-plus decades, I’ve seen hundreds of dogs whose health and quality of life have been revitalized by the switch to a homemade diet, or even just the addition of fresh foods to a commercial diet. Since the pet food recall, I’ve seen many more—and more than a few of them made that change with help and support from Lew.

      Her book is an invaluable tool for making that switch in your own dog’s life, or addressing specific dietary needs due to changing age, health, or lifestyle. It occupies that rational middle ground between “pet food is so complicated no one can possibly feed their dog without a commercial laboratory and degree in biology” and “just feed your dog anything and she’ll be fine.”

      It doesn’t need to take an international food safety crisis to know why and how to make your dog’s food yourself. It only takes common sense and basic information, both of which you’ll find in abundance in this book.

      —CHRISTIE KEITH

      San Francisco, California

    

  
    
      PART I

      NUTRITION BASICS

    

  
    
      Chapter One

      The Untold History of Dog Food

      Dogs have been man’s best friend and companion for over ten thousand years and this unbreakable union continues today. This incredible companionship has crossed borders, transcended cultural differences, and remained intact through all changes in society and tests of time. Despite the current chaotic and hectic changes that continue to affect our lives each day, it is comforting to know that one thing remains the same—dogs are still our best friends, and they will never be upgraded, outdated, or replaced. They are our companions, our guides, our workers, and our soul mates, and their loyalty and love are endless.

      Because of the power of this relationship, we want to do the best we can for our dogs. We love them, pet them, play with them, exercise them, talk to them, and bathe them. We recognize when they are happy and when they are sad. However, despite the closeness of this relationship, when it comes to making decisions about feeding our dogs, we can easily get lost in the plethora of commercial foods and the marketing and advertising campaigns that promote them.

      Over the last decade, we have become more obsessed with our own health. With all the information that is available today, we have learned what foods are needed to maintain our good health and what foods we should stay away from to avoid illness and disease. A walk through any grocery store reveals an endless array of dietary options for promoting our nutritional health; however, you will not find the same options and variety of choices in the pet food aisle. Yes, the colorful bags and bold marketing slogans are enticing and get our attention, but if we read the ingredients lists, they only leave us confused. We end up questioning ourselves and wondering how much we really know about our dog’s dietary and nutritional needs. All too often, we simply end up trusting the manufacturers and their marketing tactics to keep our dogs healthy.

      Because many of us do not know what dogs really need in their diet, choosing a commercial food can be confusing and can leave us frustrated. The labels are filled with promises stating a product has “everything your dog needs for complete nutrition.” However, knowing what you know about your own nutrition, if you look beyond the colorful labels and clever ads used by the pet food companies, you will see a very profitable industry that is more concerned with sales and margins than they are the quality of the products they sell. Commercial pet foods are high in carbohydrates, fiber, and fillers and contain low-quality proteins. The marketing and advertising ploys used to sell these products have distracted us from realizing these inexpensive ingredients only result in profits for the manufacturers. They do not contain the ingredients that promote good canine health!

      
        How much do we really know about the dietary needs of our greatest friends?

      

      The pet industry has grown substantially over the last twenty years and continues to grow. In 2014, the American Pet Products Association estimates people will spend a total of $58.51 billion on pet products, with more than $22.62 billion spent on pet food alone. In 2013, the actual amount spent on pet products was $55.72 billion, with $13.14 billion spent on pet food. In 2004, people spent $17 billion on pet products—a growth of nearly 344 percent in twenty years.1 If we take a serious look at the growth trends, we realize the pet food industry is nothing more than a moneymaking powerhouse.

      With the financial power of the pet industry and the support it has achieved from many veterinarians, the industry has come to control not only what our pets eat, but also much of what we think we know about their anatomy and nutritional needs.

      If you grew up after commercial pet foods became popular, you probably remember watching the clever and cute pet food ads on television and listening to your veterinarian warn you that table scraps were dangerous for your dog. We enjoyed the convenience of being able to purchase our dog’s food at the grocery store and the ease of pouring the food from the bag to the bowl. It was certainly very easy to be convinced that a bag of dry dog food was all you needed to keep your dog healthy. Before long, the routine became so commonplace we no longer thought about whether the food was actually good for our dogs.

      Many people do not remember the time when there was no such thing as processed dog food, so they don’t even think about what dogs might have eaten before commercial dog food was invented. We trust the pet food companies to make the important nutritional decisions for us and we believe the foods they manufacture are healthy for our dogs. However, the truth is, these manufactured dog foods are made with low quality, inexpensive ingredients for the sole purpose of increasing profits and these ingredients are heavily processed and preserved to sustain a longer shelf life. These foods are made to be profitable for the pet food companies. They are not made to benefit the health of our dogs.

      Surprisingly enough, despite their availability around the world today, dog foods are a relatively new invention. Though the first commercial dog food appeared in the late nineteenth century, the use of bagged and canned foods only became popular in the United States after World War II. Before this time, dogs ate whatever they could find in their environment or what was offered to them by their owners. For example, farm dogs ate raw meat scraps, raw milk, eggs, and any food they could find by scavenging. City dogs oftentimes depended on scraps from their owners’ tables and some offal and cheap cuts of raw meat from the butcher. Only royalty and the wealthy carefully prepared diets for their dogs.

      In 1860, a man named James Spratt came upon some dogs at a shipyard. They were scavenging hardtack that had been thrown from navy ships by sailors in port. This gave him the inspiration and motivation for a new idea. With the help of his partner Charles Cruft, a British showman who founded the Cruft’s dog show, he created dog food as we know it today. Spratt, perhaps not completely aware of the marketing possibilities of his new creations, called them “Spratt’s Patent Meat Fibrine Dog Cakes.” While the name of his product was not very catchy, his marketing strategy was pure genius. Spratt began holding dog shows to market his products.2 His biscuits were not complicated. They were made with a few simple and readily available ingredients. Soon, other companies jumped on the bandwagon. Some employed veterinarians to endorse their products, claiming their foods could cure dogs of worms and other common ailments, a marketing trend that continues today.3

      Perhaps the most successful marketing ploy was the simplest one in that it appealed to the public’s bottom line. As the economy collapsed during the 1930s, companies began marketing pet food as a cheaper alternative to home cooking. As a result, sales began to pick up. Capitalizing on this bright idea, the pet food industry came up with two inexpensive and convenient inventions that are now the mainstays of dog food even today. They were canned meat and dehydrated dog food, both introduced into the bowls of American dogs in the 1940s. “Just add water,” the instructions stated, and dinner was served.4

      As competition heated up between rival companies, debate emerged on the benefits of their formulas. Each company praised the virtues of processed, mass-produced food. Some said they were able to utilize waste products such as grain hulls, grain mill sweepings, and meat unusable for human consumption. Others said fresh meat was just too expensive to feed dogs and that such foods made dogs too finicky. While it was generally acknowledged that fresh meat and vegetables were superior foods for your dog, pet food companies argued that dogs could be fed more economically with the factory waste products and remain healthy. It was not until a few decades later the companies became bold enough to say that dogs actually required these waste products to maintain their good health. At a time when convenience and saving money was enough, society now believed processed food was necessary to keep their dogs healthy.

      As dog food sales continued to pick up momentum after World War II, processed dog food was considered a win-win situation for everyone. Mill operators and grain dealers found a lucrative market for their by-products and slaughterhouses were able to sell nonhuman grade meat, unusable animal parts and by-products. At the end of the chain, consumers found an easy and inexpensive way to feed their pets. All the while, the pet food companies grew larger from the growing demand. Suddenly scrap food that had previously been discarded found its way into the dinner bowls of dogs all over America.5

      What was lost in the rush to grow the industry and satisfy consumers was an awareness of what the dogs were actually eating. These products contained waste products from the mills and nonhuman grade meat and by-products from the slaughterhouses. It became common practice to combine these ingredients and cook them for days to kill off any bacteria and disease.

      This process, which has been the standard in the industry almost since the beginning, has repeatedly failed. It has produced food with unwanted contaminants and resulted in multiple food recalls. Furthermore, studies show that the prolonged exposure to high temperatures destroys or seriously damages most of the nutrients in the food.6

      
        The message from pet food companies: Table scraps, a canine staple for as long as anyone can remember, are now harmful. To be safe, they said, you have to feed your dog processed food.

      

      To offset any consumer doubt, the pet food industry had ample responses in the form of new technologies they touted improved the process and the product. In the 1950s, the Purina Company, which is still going strong today, invented a breakthrough process called “extrusion.” This process combines the ingredients and cooks them together in liquid form before they are expanded and baked. The resulting pieces were much larger and lighter than the original pellets. The companies marketed the new products as a cost-effective alternative to the kibble products already on the market. This gimmick, like Spratt’s dog shows a hundred years earlier, was another clever promotion for commercial dog food.7

      In the 1960s, the competition for food sales heated up as the pet food industry stepped up the use of veterinarians to proclaim that all the currently available meat-based dog foods were incomplete.8 This set the tone for canine nutrition that still holds influence today. The editor of the Journal of the American Veterinary Medical Association, agreeing with the pet food industry’s views, stated that dog foods needed to be fortified with nutrients, that too much protein was harmful, and that some carbohydrates were necessary for a dog’s health. The Pet Food Institute, the mouthpiece of the pet food industry, drove the message home with an extraordinary press offensive that included articles in major American magazines, airtime on ninety-one radio stations, and press releases sent out to a thousand newspapers. The message from pet food companies: Table scraps, a canine staple for as long as anyone can remember, are harmful. To be safe, they said, you have to feed your dog processed food.9

      Convenience remained the biggest attraction of prepared and packaged dog foods, as scooping dry pieces of food into the dog’s food bowl was much easier than cooking and preparing your dog’s meals. The developments in dog food were a typical progression in keeping pace with all the other advancements in modern technology developed to make our lives “easier.” However, people still had some concerns about their dogs’ health and the food they were eating. Therefore, the dog food companies began labeling their dog foods as “complete” and advertised that no additional foods or supplements were necessary. They echoed the Pet Food Institute’s warnings that adding table scraps could actually be dangerous to a dog’s health. No longer was pet food simply an efficient use of slaughterhouse and grain mill waste products that your dogs could eat as an item of convenience; it was now promoted as what they needed to survive.

      Marketing continued to evolve over the coming decades as celebrities were recruited to endorse particular brands and more and more gimmicks and cosmetic strategies were employed to attract the dogs’ owners. Suddenly, there were dog foods that could produce their own gravy, kibble cut into shapes that were compelling to the dog owner, and dyes in the dog food to make it look “natural.” A kind of artistry began to develop as foods were designed more to meet the owners’ aesthetic ideas of an appetizing meal than to support the health of dogs. Pet food packaging now came with bright labels, appealing pictures, and stated promises of health and well-being. The marketing strategies paid off as dog food sale continued to skyrocket and the point of sale for pet foods expanded from feed stores to the supermarkets.

      
        No serious efforts have been made to list the food ingredients based on how easily a dog can digest them.

      

      As their monopoly on canine nutrition became established, the pet food companies moved on to specialty diets formulated for specific diseases and disorders in pets. Since the first diet for kidney and heart disease was developed in 1948, the niche has grown to include more than twenty specialty diets. Dr. Mark Morris, DVM, founder of Hill’s Pet Products and Science Diet, was the first of many to develop specialty diets. What made his products so popular was the point of sale, not the specific recipes. Only veterinarians offered these prescription diets. This new, more scientific approach to marketing dog food began to portray dog nutrition as a complex issue, one the public could not be trusted to understand. People came to rely more on the advice on the label than their own judgment and common sense. As time went on, the dog food aisle of the supermarket expanded to include the veterinarian’s specialty diets.

      The National Research Council (NRC) was responsible for developing the protocol for the nutritional values needed in pet food until 1974.10 In the mid-1970s, the pet food purveyors, now a giant industry, set up a new organization called the American Association of Feed Control Officials (AAFCO). AAFCO quickly set out to change the NRC’s testing procedures by shortening the testing periods and making them less rigorous. It was not long before the extended dog food feeding trials were used less often and replaced by a simple chemical analysis of the food. While the chemical analysis provided figures for the dog food, they were meaningless, as the data gave no hint as to the type of food used, its freshness, or the digestibility of each of the ingredients. As the Animal Protection Institute (API) wrote at the time, this left the pet food industry to police itself without the worry of government intervention.11

      The NRC updated their guidelines for nutrition in 1985. They made several important changes that would more accurately list how nutritious dog food was after it had been combined, cooked, and processed.12 This was so dog owners could be sure that the figures they were seeing were a true reflection of what they were buying. 13

      How did the pet food companies respond? Ben Sheffy, from the James A. Baker Institute for Animal Health at Cornell University, participated in the 1985 NRC revision. The responses, he said, ranged from “disappointment to anger.” To date, no serious efforts have been made to implement the NRC’s 1985 proposed changes or to even list the food ingredients based on how easily a dog can digest them.14

      Without the annoyance of regulatory interference, the pet food industry continued to find new ways to market the same food. The next invention was “premium” dog food and was advertised to be more nutritious for your dog. At this point, many dog owners began to ask if the premium foods are only appearing now, what have I been feeding to my dog all these years? They had been feeding the “premium” foods made from old recipes using the outdated NRC 1974 standards. The “premium” banner, as the specialty diets before it, allowed the pet food industry to expand their product ranges into the variety seen on shelves today. These include diets for puppies, senior dogs, maintenance, and performance. The public became more confused and questioned their ability to feed their dogs as now there were different formulas “needed” at each stage of the dog’s life.

      The “new and improved” approach to marketing that was favored by pet food companies became well worn by the 1980s. While the public was kept out of the loop of canine nutrition, each “advance” in diet and nutrition gave the public the impression that the science was simply developing with the times and they had to keep up. The trend continues even today in a market that is saturated with products that state claims of “scientifically proven formulas” and specific “complete and balanced” diets.

      The industry continued to go to great lengths to ensure veterinarians endorsed their products. They believed veterinarians lent an air of authenticity and integrity to their claims that mere advertising could not accomplish on its own. Veterinarians today continue to encourage the use of dry dog foods and instill a fear in pet owners about preparing meals for their own dogs. A brief glance at the Canadian Veterinarian Association pamphlet on pet food, A Commonsense Guide to Feeding Your Dog or Cat, is more or less up front about saying dog owners shouldn’t be responsible for preparing their own pet’s food. “Homemade diets are not recommended,” it says, “because there is a good chance that all the necessary nutrients will not be provided. Incorrect preparation and cooking may also deplete certain nutrients and result in a deficient diet. As well, homemade diets are usually more expensive to produce, without providing better nutrition.”15

      Interestingly, the same authority responsible for this pamphlet also runs the pet food certification system in Canada. They tell us canine nutrition is a mysterious affair best left to researchers, scientists, veterinarians, and, of course, the pet food industry. The Pet Food Institute represents more than 95 percent of all dog and cat food companies in the United States and as mentioned earlier, is the mouthpiece of the Pet Food Industry. According to their advice, it is of great importance that your pet’s health be left up to the companies it represents.

      
        What they don’t advertise is that all the brands continue to heavily process and overcook all the ingredients as they have always done.

      

      Under “Pet Nutrition” on the Pet Food Institute’s website, they tell us, “With today’s wide assortment of commercial pet foods fully formulated for all stages of pet growth, it is easy to feed your pet well-balanced meals.” Predictably, they warn against feeding your pets yourself, saying, “Veterinarians and animal nutritionists have determined that table scraps are not balanced meals for pets and are deficient in nutrients. Supervise your pet’s diet carefully. . . . [M]ake sure the food you use is specifically labeled ‘complete and balanced.’”16

      Toward the end of the 1980s, as consumers became more educated about—and in some cases even obsessed with—their own nutrition, it became common practice to read the labels on food products. It did not take long before the public began taking more notice of some of the strange-sounding ingredients in their pets’ food. Soon enough, dog owners began asking questions about what they were feeding their dogs and seeking answers from the pet food companies regarding the chemical preservatives added and the quality of the meat found in most processed dog foods.

      After sustained public pressure concerning their use of these chemicals, many pet food companies have eliminated them and now use vitamin C and vitamin E to preserve fat in dog food. With this consumer push, the ever inventive pet food companies allowed this new pressure to mount yet another clever invention: “natural foods”! The current trend in commercial dog foods is “natural” foods, whereby companies now offer organic or human-grade foods along with new forms of meat such as venison, fish, and rabbit. Some even offer whole chickens as the main meat ingredient and claim they do not use meat by-products or other less nutritious ingredients. What they don’t advertise is that all the brands continue to heavily process and cook all the ingredients as they have always done, and they do not say the food is still made predominately with grains, grain fillers, starches, vegetables, fibers, and grain by-products.

      Recent years have seen several challenges to the traditional authority of the pet food industry as consumers have continued to raise questions regarding the ingredients in pet foods. In the early 1990s, a group of Australian veterinarians began to rebel against the pet food industry and openly claimed that processed dog food was responsible for most of the ailments they treated. These included health issues from dental problems to cancer.17 Toxic wheat gluten from China made headlines in 2007 after it was found to have caused the deaths of hundreds, possibly thousands, of pets.

      After this horrific scare, people began asking more questions about the food they feed their animals and what their pets really need. With the increasing influence of the internet, pet owners found a way to come together as a community to share ideas and negate some of the influence of the pet food companies and veterinary community in ways that were not previously possible.

      Many consumers are now more aware of the ingredients in commercial dog food, most notably the sources of protein and the high percentages of grain. Many know that most processed dog foods are a kind of junk food made of waste products that are cooked for days on end. However, this growing awareness has not changed the relationship between the pet food industry and veterinarians. The pet food industry continues to write and publish pet nutrition textbooks for veterinary colleges. Aspiring vets are taught to tell their clients that only processed dog foods are scientifically proven to meet their dogs’ nutritional needs. One can only imagine the uproar if a similar system was in place for the human medical system in which doctors are taught to convince people that processed food is not only beneficial, but also necessary.

      Dog owners who want to learn more about canine nutrition and feeding their dogs a fresh-food diet will only find a handful of books on the subject. Very few veterinarians will encourage home-cooked or raw diets for dogs. I hope that by reading this book and following the recipes, you can understand how simple, inexpensive, and satisfying it is to keep your dog happy and healthy.

    

  
    
      Chapter Two

      Canine Digestion and Anatomy Made Simple

      
        Domestic Dogs and Wild Carnivores

        If we examine a dog’s teeth, we see how dogs and their ancestors evolved as carnivores. The sharp, jagged teeth allow them to tear through flesh and fat easily. Canines do not have any flat molars to grind grain or vegetable matter. While canine teeth are easy to see, other parts of a dog’s anatomy, such as the digestive system, are not. Therefore, canine digestion remains somewhat of a mystery and has caused a lot of debate among dog lovers.

        In recent years, people have come to learn more about their own bodies and quality nutrition’s importance to their health. This understanding led people to start asking more questions about quality nutrition for their canine companions. Are dogs carnivores or omnivores? Do they need carbohydrates? Do commercially processed pet foods offer quality nutrition? Can a homemade diet meet their nutritional needs?

        
          Canine digestion and anatomy may seem complex; in fact, they are simpler than our own.

        

        With all the confusing and compromised information available from the pet food industry and their veterinarian counterparts, we have come to believe that canine anatomy and digestion is a complex matter. However, the canine digestive system is quite simple. If you understand and follow the guidelines that govern canine digestion and make a few simple adjustments in how you feed and care for your dog, it will help your dog live a long and healthy life.

        Dogs, like their ancient wolf ancestors, are designed to eat meat. Wolves are members of the carnivore family known as Canis lupus. The domestic dog is also of the carnivore family, known as Canis familiaris. In his book The Carnivores, R. F. Ewer (lecturer in biology at the University of Ghana) says, “Canis familiaris is generally believed to have evolved from the wolf, the wild species that it most closely resembles both anatomically and behaviorally. The differences between the two are not great enough to make it necessary to postulate a hypothetical ancestral wild species which has neither survived to the present day, nor left any known fossil remains.”

        Of all mammals, carnivores have the shortest and simplest digestive tracts. This allows for easy digestion of animal protein and fat. Their jaws are hinged to open wide so they can swallow large chunks of meat whole. This allows them to gorge on large quantities of food at one time and then rest until the next meal. Their jaws are not designed to do the sideways grinding needed to pulverize grains and vegetables fully in order to digest these foods properly. While our dogs may no longer be hunting in packs and bringing down big game, their bodies are still the same as their ancestors and they still have the same nutritional needs.

        The table below shows the primary digestion differences between carnivores, omnivores, and herbivores.

        
          Figure 2.1. Digestive Anatomy Types in Mammals

          [image: ]

        

        
          Animal Protein

          Animal protein is the primary food staple for your dog and is essential to your dog’s health. Animal proteins contain all the essential amino acids a dog needs for a strong body, healthy coat, and good digestion. Their short and simple digestive tracts are designed to eat, digest, and assimilate meat easily. Their digestive system is not designed to, nor can it, ferment and digest grains and vegetables like herbivores and omnivores can. (See Chapter Three: “Protein Is a Dog’s Best Friend.”)

        

        
          Industrial-Strength Stomach

          Dogs digest food differently than omnivores and herbivores. In addition to having a short and simple digestive tract, dogs also have a high level of hydrochloric acid in their stomachs. The hydrochloric acid does the majority of the digestion of the animal proteins, bones, and fat, and it breaks down and kills harmful bacteria.

          Dogs are able to eat many foods people cannot digest well. Pet health and nutrition experts Steve Brown and Beth Taylor write in their book, See Spot Live Longer, that the “industrial strength” hydrochloric acid in dogs’ stomachs can “dissolve iron.”18 Therefore, it is no surprise that an old steak that would leave you seriously ill is just a delicious dinner for your dog. Dogs keep food in their stomachs, where it remains in an acidic condition, for up to eight hours. Then they pass small amounts of digested material through the small intestine quickly. The canine digestive tract is designed to kill germs and stop them from multiplying. Humans, in contrast, let food pass from the stomach to the intestines in as little as thirty to sixty minutes. Food then remains in the small intestine from twelve to sixty hours, which creates a better environment for germs to multiply and cause problems.

          The anatomy of the dog’s digestive system provides them the protection they need to consume prey, drink pond water, and eat food contaminated with bacteria. Bacteria like salmonella or E. coli and other food-borne pathogens are not a problem for healthy dogs. These pathogens, which stay in the powerfully acidic environment of the stomach for an extended period, are killed off before they quickly pass through the small intestine.

        

        
          So Why All the Carbohydrates?

          Despite the dog’s simple digestive system and their natural need for meat, fat, and bones, many dog food recipes are based on the premise that their digestive system is similar to humans. As a result, it is assumed that dogs need carbohydrates for energy and proper digestion. This logic has been so pervasive that many homemade dog food recipes are usually not much different from those used in the commercial brand foods. They tend to follow the same ratio of animal protein, carbohydrates, and fat. However, the main reason carbohydrates are so common in commercial dog food is cost. Grains are much cheaper to add to processed dog food than meat, and they have a longer shelf life.

          For some conditions carbohydrates may be needed; however, for the most part they can be eliminated or kept to 25 percent or less of the diet. (For more information on the need to reduce carbohydrates in the diet, see Chapter Four: “The Real Low-Carb Revolution.”)

        

        
          What, No Vegetables?

          With all the focus over the last decade on the importance of eating your fruits and vegetables and the campaigns against eating meat, it can be difficult for some to reorient themselves to the fact that dogs just cannot make use of the same foods that are so instrumental in keeping people healthy. Some of what we know about human nutrition holds true for dogs, but some does not. For instance, raw, unprocessed, fresh food is good for humans and for dogs. However, dogs need animal protein and fat for good health and do not benefit from fruits and vegetables like people do.

          Just like their wolf ancestors, dogs are not designed to digest foods that need fermenting or further breaking down. As previously mentioned, their bodies are designed for animal proteins and fat, and they are thoroughly digested in the stomach. Then they proceed to the small intestine where the essential amino acids are removed from the proteins, and the lipids from the fats, and broken down. Adding significant amounts of plant material and fiber, such as fruits, vegetables, and grains, cause gas, stomach upset, and large, smelly stools. A few vegetables in the diet are acceptable; however, they should not exceed 25 percent of the total diet for most dogs. (See Part II: “Feeding Your Dog the Easy Way” for recipes and more information on feeding your pet.)

        

      

    

  
    
      Chapter Three

      Protein Is a Dog’s Best Friend

      
        Protein: The Canine Superfood

        Dogs are carnivores and have a digestive system designed to handle large amounts of raw meat and fat. Therefore, it makes sense that dogs would thrive on the diet nature intended.

        Protein is the primary food staple of the carnivore and is a vital element in your dog’s diet. It is essential for good organ and tissue health, a strong immune system, healthy skin, and a shiny coat. Recent studies have confirmed that a high level of protein is not just beneficial, but necessary for dogs of all ages from growing puppies to senior dogs. So what is protein, and what proteins do dogs need?

        When people think of proteins, meat, fish, eggs, and dairy tend to come to mind. All of these are good sources of protein. Grains and vegetables also contain proteins; however when it comes to dogs, it is important to understand not all proteins are created equal.

        
          Amino Acids*

          Proteins are made up of amino acids. There are two types of amino acids: essential and nonessential. Essential amino acids must be present in the dog’s diet and in the right amounts for the diet to be truly “balanced and complete.” If your dog doesn’t receive enough nonessential amino acids from dietary sources, its body can synthesize them well enough to suffice.

          If we looked at the list of all the amino acids and their long scientific names, it might be enough to convince us that canine nutrition really is a complex issue! However, you don’t need to know the names of all of them; nor do you need to know what amounts your dog needs. Why? Because all of them are found in the correct amounts in the simple staple foods that should make up the basis of your dog’s diet.

        

        
          Not All Proteins Are Created Equal

          The quality of a protein is determined by how many of these essential amino acids it contains. The more amino acids a protein includes, the more digestible or “biologically available” it is for your dog. Animal proteins that contain all the amino acids are considered “complete” proteins. Plant proteins are considered “incomplete” because they are missing the important amino acids l-carnitine and taurine.

          The yardstick for measuring protein quality is the chicken egg, which is considered to have the all of the amino acids your dog needs.

          
            Figure 3.1. Comparison of Proteins*

            [image: ]

            *Values in this table are approximate, as they have been taken from several nutritional sources and personal communications with nutrition experts.

          

          The next best thing to the “protein perfect” egg is protein from animal meat and organs. Plant proteins, however, can fall as low as 45 percent on the digestibility scale. Even if you feed your dog twice as many plant proteins as you feed animal proteins, your dog will still not get all the amino acids it needs. This is where the problem with feeding plant proteins lies. Quantity unfortunately is not a substitute for quality.

          The best nutritional choice is to feed your dog animal proteins. As it is with people, homemade meals are more nutritional than processed foods and fast food meals. When it comes to providing the nutrients your dog needs, there are things that can affect the quality and digestibility of meats and their amino acids.

          The human raw food movement was founded on the understanding that cooking foods destroys the nutrients and enzymes and alters their make-up, usually for the worse. Similarly, studies have shown that high temperatures and prolonged exposure to heat alters amino acid chains making the essential amino acids less available and digestible to dogs. In many cases, high heat destroys the proteins or compromises the quality of the protein. The longer the proteins are cooked and the higher the temperature they are cooked at, the less useful they become.19

          While prolonged or high-temperature cooking may be necessary for omnivores, the carnivore’s digestive tract is designed to digest raw meat easily. While we would not eat raw meat each night, our dogs need it to thrive.

          As we have already learned, canned and dry dog foods tend to be overcooked and high in fiber, which makes them hard for dogs to digest. If you look at the quality of the ingredients that are put into these foods prior to the cooking process, it is not hard to understand that the protein quality in most processed dog foods is seriously compromised and questionable at best.

          Plant proteins do not meet your dog’s nutritional needs. Likewise, feeding large quantities of low-quality proteins does
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