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Foreword

THIS BOOK is filled with practical ideas and recommendations. If you use the information appropriately, you can create optimally healthy cats functioning at the very highest level of vitality that their genetic programming allows.

To do so, to achieve this desirable goal, you need to become an educated caregiver for your companion animal. Your role is critical. Above all, you must really get to know your cat. You need to become so familiar with your animal when it is healthy that you can recognize the first signs of illness right away and take remedial action promptly.

By knowing your animal, you need to regard it from a caregiver’s perspective. Look at its ears, at its teeth. Look between the toes. Look underneath. Anything that is abnormal is judged in the relationship to what is regarded as normal. And what may be normal for one animal may not be normal for another. Knowing your cat intimately brings you in closer contact and improves your mutual bonding, making the experience of being guardian that much richer.

By knowing your animal, you can also help us—the veterinarians—do our job as partners in helping your animal to better health. Just as you (and not somebody with an M.D. after his or her name) are ultimately responsible for your own health, so you are also ultimately responsible for the health of your cat. My role as veterinarian is as consultant and facilitator. I can make all the recommendations in the world, but if you don’t do the work at home and make it a team effort—both to try the recommendations and to report responses accurately—in many cases there won’t be a proper resolution. You have to be involved.

You don’t become healthy simply by taking a pill to get rid of a symptom or by undergoing an operation to eliminate something nasty in the body. These things don’t create health. What counts the most is what you do over your lifetime—and the lifetime of your pet. Your actions create either chronic illness or chronic health. Unfortunately there are no magic bullets.

Most of the time, Western medicine is very good at handling acute care. It is also useful for diagnosis, and sometimes prognosis, and evaluating response to therapy. However, it doesn’t have a good record for chronic disease. The problem is that the system is oriented to the elimination of symptoms. In many cases the symptom is the body’s best response to a negative stimulus—for example, if you have pain in a joint due to arthritis, the body is telling you to take it easy. A conventional drug may make the pain go away, but the problem (inflammation) is still there, and you haven’t helped the problem. Instead you may have aggravated it.

By comparison, when you use most natural therapies, if the pain goes away, it’s because you have altered the course of the disease, and the body no longer needs the symptom.

This book is unique. It contains recommendations and ideas based on the clinical experience of many veterinarians who routinely use natural therapies and who know what works and what doesn’t work. Health writer Marty Zucker has done us all an important service by gathering this wealth of professional experience and shaping it into a practical book for cat owners. His concept is to give you different options so that if one particular approach for condition “X” doesn’t work, a second or third one might. Each cat, just as each person, is a different creature, with a unique set of individual needs, individual biochemistry, and individual reactions. It is important to remember that. So if one option that you read about and try doesn’t work, go to another one. Zucker gives you options that veterinarians have used in their own practices with good results. Given the individuality of all creatures, human or animal, this is a very practical idea. One remedy might work for your cat but not for your neighbor’s cat.

As you use this book keep one thing in mind. If you are dealing with what appears to be a minor problem, and your cat doesn’t respond after you follow the advice you read here, don’t wait until it’s too late and your cat is nearly dead before you see your veterinarian. Besides the fact that it could cost you a lot more money, there may be nothing that can be done at that point.

As I said earlier, know your animal. That will help you as you consider the remedies and concepts in this book or, for that matter, any therapy your veterinarian recommends. I can’t emphasize this point enough. You need to be able to evaluate progress or lack of it. You do that by knowing your animal.

Good luck in your search for optimum wellness for you and your pet.



Carvel Tiekert, DVM, Bel Air, Maryland
Founder, American Holistic Veterinary Medical Association


Introduction

“WHAT FOOD SHOULD I feed my cat?”

“What vitamins should I give my cat?”

“How do I give homeopathic medicines to my cat?”

“Is there a natural remedy I can use for my cat’s constant scratching?”

Over the years many pet owners have asked me these types of questions because I am a health writer who has coauthored three previous books with veterinarians. The questions were posed by people looking for information on how to help their animals holistically. Most of them were unsure about how to start a natural healing program for their pets and were unable to get guidance from their veterinarians. Often they were concerned about veterinary prescriptions causing side effects and wanted to know how they could avoid medications. I am not a veterinarian, so I could speak only in general terms and share what I have learned from holistic veterinarians. Most of the time I would recommend that they consult with a holistic practitioner.

The repeated questions sparked an idea for a book that would provide pet owners with a practical introduction to the wide and wondrous world of natural healing. The idea matured into a plan to interview the leading veterinary experts and transform their clinical experience into books for dog and cat caregivers. In the process of bringing the plan to completion, I interviewed three dozen veterinarians with a combined experience of nine hundred years in practice—an average of about twenty-five years each. This book, and the accompanying book for dogs, are the final product: precious collections, I sincerely believe, of healing knowledge that can raise the health of pets to the highest possible level.

In this book you will find the following information:


	Dozens of natural remedies for common conditions of cats, with precise guidelines on how and when to use them and even how to get the fussiest of cats to take them.


	An informal, yet alarming, survey revealing widespread poor health among our feline population.


	Advice from nutritionally oriented veterinarians on how to improve your cat’s diet. This is critical information. You cannot build a house on quicksand, and you can’t build a healthy body with poor nutrition. Much of what is mass-merchandised to you as good, easy-to-serve pet food is really making your cat sick. Pet food manufacturers want you to believe their products are wholesome, but veterinarians believe otherwise.


	Quality pet food brands recommended by veterinarians.


	The supreme importance of feeding meat to cats.


	The “HIT list”—foods “high in trouble” and most likely to cause allergic reactions in cats.


	Recipes for weight loss. Obesity is not just a human problem. There is a major fat cat problem.


	Why you should brush your cat’s teeth regularly.


	How to energize older cats and keep younger ones healthy.


	The real dangers of overvaccination and how you can prevent vaccine-related health problems.


	How to recognize stress—the frequent cause of behavioral or health problems in cats—and take practical steps to alleviate fear, anxiety, and other stressful emotions.


	Revelations about health-robbing hormonal-immune defects in many purebred cats, and increasingly in mixed breeds as well, that stem from questionable breeding practices. You will learn how to protect your animals from the suffering these defects cause.




Even though the recommendations throughout this book have been made by veterinarians, such general advice can never substitute for a firsthand examination, diagnosis, and treatment offered by an experienced professional. The book does not replace professional veterinary care. If your cat is being treated by a veterinarian, please share the information about any remedy or recommendation in the book that you wish to utilize. Many of the recommendations contained here have the ability to enhance and support ongoing treatments.

If your cat is in an obvious crisis, or if a problem persists, or if symptoms appear to worsen after you begin using one of the recommended remedies, do not delay in consulting with a veterinarian. If you are interested in the services of a holistic veterinarian, contact the American Holistic Veterinary Medical Association in Bel Air, Maryland, at 410-569-0795, and ask for the name of a nearby practitioner.


How to Use This Book

ALTERNATIVE MEDICINE ENCOURAGES you to take an active role in the health of your cat. Part 1 tells you why this is so necessary. As revealed in Chapter 2, veterinarians are disturbed by a rise of serious illnesses among our companion animals. You must get involved to protect your pet.

The first commandment of better health is to feed your cat a better diet. Much of the pet food sold in the marketplace is loaded with inferior, highly processed ingredients lacking freshness and wholesomeness. Such food is blamed by veterinarians as a major cause of health problems. Chapter 3 tells you the startling facts about the quality of pet food that you will never learn from advertising claims. Chapter 4 shows you how to move up to a better diet and informs you why feeding meat to a cat is the most natural and probably the most beneficial single thing you can do for your animal. Here you will also find a checklist for recognizing whether your cat is eating a healthy—or not so healthy—diet. Chapter 5 is all about healthy add-ons to a base of quality commercial food. Chapter 6 gives you recipes for 100 percent home-prepared meals. Either way, you will be surprised at how little time you need in order to upgrade your cat to superior nutrition.

Part 1 also acquaints you with some of the major holistic approaches available to pet owners—such as acupuncture and homeopathy—and basics on vitamins, herbs, homeopathy, and flower essences. Some of the veterinarians have also shared wonderful healing massages—described in Chapter 13—that you can easily administer to your cat.

Chapter 14 covers the controversial issue of vaccinations. Holistic veterinarians contend that pets are given too many vaccinations, a practice that often causes serious health problems. This chapter will include recommendations on how to prevent or minimize such problems.

What if nothing you read in this book, or any other book, or anything your veterinarian tries, helps a suffering cat? Many pets are genetically flawed because of horrendous breeding practices—so flawed, in fact, that they succumb to sickness early in life. In Chapter 15 you will find information about two important tests that offer vital clues—and hope—for dealing with resistant, heartbreak cases.

In Part 2, the main section of the book, you will find the natural remedies for many common conditions affecting cats. Conditions are listed alphabetically. For each condition, you will find individual recommendations grouped under the following categories: flower essences, herbs, homeopathic remedies, nutritional supplements, multiple approaches, and food and special diets.

As a consumer you are exposed to many advertising claims. The broadside of information can be confusing. When I set out to write this book my goal was to help steer pet owners to effective natural remedies. I asked each of the veterinarians I interviewed: “What are the remedies you use that work well repeatedly?” You will find their answers in Part 2. Each recommendation that appears is listed with the name of the veterinarian who has used it successfully in practice. Some recommendations are simple, based on one remedy. Others involve giving multiple remedies.

Imagine a menu in a restaurant created by not just a single great chef, but by dozens of culinary masters. This book is like a “health menu of masters,” filled with the health-building recipes from veterinarians who have been perfecting natural healing methods for many years. Their insights give you safe and powerful options to pick from—as a menu—for preventing common conditions, enhancing the healing process, and improving health. It is not possible to say which one of the several or more remedies listed under any given condition is the most effective. Each remedy or approach, however, has been used successfully by a veterinarian. Choose the option that fits your situation best. Keep in mind that each animal is an individual and may not respond to one particular remedy. That is why I included a variety of options for each condition. If one doesn’t help, try another. Recommendations include product names, where to obtain the products, and specific instructions for dosages.

Part 2 begins with general guidelines on dosages and administering remedies. Please read this section before looking up specific conditions. Cats are quite the challenge when it comes to giving medicines, supplements, or remedies of any sort. Learn how the experts do it. There is information here for dosing fussy cats. Please read it. Natural remedies will never work unless you can get them into your cat. The advice here will make it easier on you … and your cat … and help you in your effort to protect and optimize the health of your pet.
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Why Alternative Veterinary Medicine?


When you hear a veterinarian say, “We can’t cure it,” or, “All we can do is to try to control it,” that’s a good time to take the alternative approach if you haven’t already done so.

—Nancy Scanlan, DVM, Sherman Oaks, California



THE ALTERNATIVE APPROACH? Alternative to what?

Simply put, it’s an approach that bypasses the Western medical obsession with disease and symptoms and instead focuses on health and healing. It is an approach drawing millions of converts to holistic healers not only for themselves, but for their animals as well. It is a needed approach whose time has come.

Researchers say that as much as 40 percent of the population suffers from chronic ailments. Although our modern medical system has made astounding advances in emergency medicine, acute care treatment, and sophisticated diagnostics, the same system fails to effectively prevent or heal chronic disease. The system, in fact, promotes treatments, procedures, and drugs that often cause substantial—even deadly—adverse reactions and new symptoms.

Veterinarians describe a somewhat parallel situation in their field, an epidemic of chronic disease in which animals become sick and die well before their time. Modern veterinary medicine has also made remarkable progress in diagnostics, surgical treatments, and acute care, yet the profession’s overall ability to deal with chronic disease leaves much to be desired. Conventional methods frequently relieve symptoms temporarily but fall short of healing animals or effectively raising their levels of health.

The typical style of medical practice is based largely on a pharmosurgical education taught at medical schools. But in recent years increasing numbers of both physicians and veterinarians have found a need to expand their horizons to other types of therapies—typically not taught in medical schools. These methods are categorized popularly as “alternative” or “holistic” practices.

Asked why they turned to holistic medicine, the veterinarians interviewed for this book gave similar answers:


	“The methods we were taught were too limiting.”


	“I wasn’t healing animals, only relieving their symptoms for a while.”


	“I was dissatisfied with my ability to help my patients.”


	“I was frustrated.”




These veterinarians repeatedly told me they became increasingly aware of their failure to effectively stop the advance of chronic diseases that continued to destroy tissue and life force at deeper and deeper levels despite their treatments. And this is why, they said, they looked beyond, to other options, and became attracted to acupuncture, chiropractic, homeopathy, nutritional therapies using food, supplements, and herbs, and other natural healing traditions. Sometimes they used these newly learned methods alone, other times they practiced these methods in conjunction with drugs or surgery, dramatically improving the outcome of treatments. With these practices they found the means to turn around sick patients, optimize their health, and often extend life.

GENTLER OPTIONS THAT RALLY THE WHOLE BODY

Alternative practitioners say their methods harness and rally all the resources of the mind, body, and spirit—the whole person, the whole animal—and support the healing process rather than interfering with it. These methods revolve around a central concept as old as the art of healing itself: that each person, each living thing, possesses on a deep level the will and intelligence to be healthy and that these elements can and should be enlisted in effecting a cure.

The use of alternatives has caught on big time and today is revolutionizing the business and practice of Western medicine—both human and veterinary medicine. As Time magazine noted in a 1997 article, “Alternative medicine for pets may not be as widespread or well publicized as the human variety, but it’s growing faster than a sprig of St. John’s wort.”

“Pet owners have recognized a bigger range of possibilities,” says Thomas Van Cise, DVM, of Norco, California. “Alternative methods provide a gentler option when mainstream treatments, like surgery or powerful drugs, might be too extreme or cause too many adverse side effects. You can also treat and heal many cases naturally for which there are no drug or surgical answers.”

Many holistic veterinary practitioners see themselves as educators who show their clients how to be more active partners in the health of their animals and how to nourish the natural healing intelligence that exists in all creatures. Before he passed away in 1999, Norman Ralston, DVM, of Mesquite, Texas, devoted a career spanning more than half a century to educating pet owners. “Alternative medicine is not just going to the doctor or veterinarian, getting a pill, and then going home and doing the same thing as before that got you or your animal in trouble,” he used to say. “People appreciate it when they can begin to see results and realize that there are things they can do to make a difference.”

No one approach—neither conventional, with its powerful drugs and sophisticated surgery, nor alternative with its less invasive, more natural “whole” body solutions—has all the answers. Increasing numbers of doctors and veterinarians believe that the future of medical practice lies in integrating the best and most effective techniques of both worlds. In this style of practice, doctors will use what works the best and is the least invasive or toxic. The choices will be vast: herbs, homeopathic remedies, vitamins, drugs, surgery, acupuncture, chiropractic, and magnet therapy, to name just a few modalities. Indeed, many of the veterinarians whose comments you will read in this book have developed this integrative approach long before the term “integrative” or “complementary” medicine became popular.

Personal health improvement starts with a commitment to eat better, exercise more, and handle the stress in our lives. Improving the health of companion animals also involves similar commitments on the part of the caregiver and starts with knowing our animals better. As was emphasized in the foreword to this book, there is no substitute for knowing our animals and watching for signs that may indicate a subtle shift in behavior, energy, and health, signs that may not even register on standard tests. If you feel there is a negative or unusual change in your cat, bring it to your veterinarian’s attention.


THE INDIVIDUALITY FACTOR

The alternative approach strongly emphasizes the individuality of patients. Holistic practitioners assess each Being for unique physical and emotional clues in an attempt to restore systemic energy and balance. Ancient healing systems, such as Chinese and Ayurvedic medicine, are based on individualized treatment.

“In medical schools the emphasis is basically on getting rid of symptoms,” says Mark Haverkos, DVM, of Oldenburg, Indiana. “Most of the time you treat the same symptom or disease in a hundred patients with the same medication or operation.”

Haverkos says he began to think differently after a conversation years ago with Frank Fool’s Crow, a widely respected Sioux medicine man.

“I wanted to know how he treated urinary tract infections with herbs,” Haverkos recalls. “So I asked this great healer through an interpreter. Fool’s Crow spoke very little English. The translator didn’t do a good job in explaining what the urinary tract was. In the back-and-forth between us, I referred to ‘making water.’ The meaning now became clearer to the medicine man, but he had been around for too long to make a generality.

“His answer was: ‘Whose water? Yours? Mine? A cat’s? Which cat?’

“With that one comment the significance of individual treatment dawned on me, and I think I became a much less arrogant medical student,” says Haverkos. “You can get really wonderful results from natural approaches to treat symptoms, but you may be able to go only to a certain level, because at some point in the healing of a Being you have to recognize the individuality of that animal and seek a health professional who can treat it individually.”



A journal is one good way to keep track of your cat’s health. Note down dates of moves, dramatic events in the household, veterinarian visits and prescriptions, and diet changes, all of which have the potential to cause reactions or behavioral or health problems. Observe your animal closely after treatments or vaccinations, which can create adverse reactions.

Ask your veterinarian to show you how to routinely check your animal’s teeth, ears, eyes, and other body parts. Even while petting your animal, you can run your hand easily over the body in a search for any bumps, lumps, or anything abnormal.

The bottom line is this: Your cat is an individual just as you are. It has its own genetic blueprint and set of weaknesses, strengths, nutritional requirements, and reactions to medication or natural remedies. The more you know about your animal, the better you can carry out your responsibility as caregiver.
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The Ill-Health Epidemic

“DO YOU SEE more serious disease among cats now than when you started in practice?”

I asked this question of every veterinarian interviewed for this book. Some of them have been practicing for half a century, most of them for twenty or more years. The status of cats, from their collective clinical perspective, is this:


	There are more chronic diseases.


	There are more animals with weakened immune systems and, as a result, more infections. “I am constantly treating chronic ear, urinary tract, and skin infections, situations where every scratch turns into a sore,” says Joseph Demers, DVM, of Melbourne, Florida.


	There is more cancer. Some veterinarians speak in terms of an epidemic. They say their practices are inundated with cancer cases.


	There are more allergies.


	There are more skin problems. There is more itchy skin and severe disorders, and not just related to fleas.


	There is more tooth decay and periodontal disease.


	There are more serious conditions among young animals that were previously seen mostly among older animals.


	There are more middle-aged animals with the appearance and organs of old animals.




“Why is this so?” I asked the veterinarians. They cited combinations of the following:


	Improper breeding practices. Animals are bred today for looks, beauty, salability, and physical criteria to win show ribbons. “Kitty mills” then mass-produce the same designer cats. Such practices include inbreeding, where brothers and sisters, fathers and daughters, are bred with each other, and line breeding between cousins, grandparents, and grandchildren. Cats are being created with an emphasis on good looks rather than good health. This activity, ongoing for years, is perpetuating widespread genetic weaknesses and ill health. Each generation of cats appears to be potentially more susceptible to illness.

“A genetic time bomb is going off at an earlier age, in all breeds, among animals being programmed for death and not for life,” says Alfred Plechner, DVM, of Los Angeles.

Young Abyssinians and Persians are plagued with tooth decay and periodontal disease. Persians often develop chronic upper-respiratory problems from breeding for a pushed-in face, which causes persistent eye discharge and constant snuffles. The anatomical deformity has undermined a first line of defense in the immune system. Maine Coons are predisposed to heart disease, which can strike down a cat at an early age.

The genetic fallout of poor health is seen not only with purebreds, but increasingly even with mixed breeds from the pound or shelter. They are carrying the purebred defects in their blood, and they are being affected also. Similar problems are occurring among feral cats, the street cats that have a high rate of inbreeding within their own families. This creates the same kind of narrowing gene pooling that you see with purebreds.


	Poor-quality, high-processed, and chemically preserved diet. Veterinarians say they repeatedly treat problems related to food, such as skin, urinary tract, and cardiac disorders. In the wild, cats are not falling over dead with heart problems and urinary blockages.


	Overvaccination. The proliferation of vaccinations is a major problem. Vaccines trigger skin problems and other disorders and have been definitely linked to fibrosarcomas, aggressive cancers of the connective tissue that are intractable and resistant to treatment.


	Too much medication.


	Environmental pollution. Cats are very sensitive to the environment, to urban pollution, to pollen, and to the gasses emitted by a new carpet in the house. They have a delicate system that is finely tuned and balanced.


	Stress. Cats by nature are predators. A confined apartment existence may contribute to a variety of health problems.




The health status of cats, as described by this cross-section of veterinary clinicians, is not a pretty picture. It is, as Karen Bentley, DVM, of Guelph, Ontario, puts it, “a massive health mess.” The commentaries from the veterinarians add up to a loud and clear wake-up call to pet owners to become smarter and better-informed caregivers.
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The Problem with Pet Food

IF YOU ASK a holistic veterinarian how to improve the health of your cat, the first question he or she will ask you is this:

“What are you feeding your cat?”

As a group, holistic veterinarians are keenly interested in nutrition and diet. To them, food is a primary healing tool, “the mother of all natural remedies.” Without good nutrition a pet cannot thrive. It won’t be able to resist infections, fleas, or parasites. Medications and natural remedies won’t work well.

The veterinarians I have interviewed are consistently critical of the quality of most commercial pet food. They doubt whether the overcooked, chemicalized, refined, and “scientifically formulated” products you buy can ever create radiant health or maintain a state of harmony in a cat. They are concerned that long-term feeding of inferior ingredients that are typically used in pet foods render animals toxic and disease-prone. Bill Pollak, DVM, of Fairfield, Iowa, says flatly: “The diseases we are treating is the food we are feeding.”

Critics like Pollak point out that food has to be more than just the quantity of proteins, fat, carbohydrates, and added vitamins. It’s the freshness, wholesomeness, energy, and digestibility of food that counts also. In these categories the veterinarians give failing grades to most commercial foods.

If this assessment comes as a surprise, then you need to know a little about the nature of the ingredients contained in the bags and cans you buy for your animals. The industry behind these products is big, big business—topping sales of $10 billion a year in the United States alone. Competition is fierce among the major manufacturers. They try to win your allegiance with hundreds of millions of dollars in advertising, meaningless and misleading nutrition claims, and cute names for products. In this competitive scramble, however, quality and good nutrition are often sacrificed to economics and profit. Unfortunately there are no government standards regulating quality, which changes even within single product lines of a company as cheaper ingredients are constantly sought to replace more expensive ones.

If you think you are feeding the equivalent of sirloin steak out of those bags and cans, think again. The ingredients generally used are from sources unfit for human consumption. They include the following:


	Meat. Condemned and contaminated protein from slaughterhouses. Road-kill. Four-D livestock, meaning dead, diseased, disabled, and dying. And even euthanized companion animals—dogs and cats! These sources are rendered—that is, mixed together and “sterilized”—for use in subsequent processing into pet food. Many of the meat sources contain levels of drugs, hormones, and pesticides considered too high for safe human consumption.


	Grains (carbohydrates). Two of the top three ingredients listed on the labels of dry pet food (kibble) are generally some form of grain. They tend to be the cheap dregs from the human food chain. Frequently the grain is corn, such as ground yellow corn or corn gluten meal. Cats are true carnivores. They need meat. A diet high in corn, or any grain, makes no sense for a cat. But from the manufacturing standpoint, corn and other cereals being used to replace meat provide much cheaper and inferior protein sources than meat.




According to a 1996 report by the Animal Protection Institute of America, what you purchase and what the manufacturers advertise are two entirely different products. “The difference is threatening your animal’s health, cutting short any chance of him enjoying old age, and maybe even killing him now,” the report said. “The ingredients they are using are not wholesome, and the harsh manufacturing practices that make those nifty little shapes, the ones our companion animals surely love to eat, destroy what little nutritional value the food ever had.”

The institute report described pet food manufacturers as “masters” in the art of taste enhancement—that is, getting animals to eat something “they would normally turn up their noses at.” One way they do this is to spray kibble with discarded restaurant grease that has been stabilized with powerful chemical antioxidants. “Pet food scientists have discovered that animals love the taste of these sprayed fats,” the report said. They want a food that animals will eat eagerly, and hopefully become addicted to, so that you return again and again to buy their product. Taste appeal, not quality, is paramount.

Many other chemical additives are used that increase the palatability, extend the shelf life, and improve the appearance so the product will look good enough to eat (but more important, will look good enough for you to buy). The pet food manufacturing process enlists some of the biggest names in chemical coloring of our time. Some of these dyes can actually make susceptible animals hyperactive. Sodium nitrite may be present to prevent fading of colors. Or Red Dye #40 may be used to create the appearance of a fresh, meaty look. Both these agents have long been linked to cancer or birth defects in laboratory animals and are even banned in some countries. Is color important to animals? Not as much as to you. The cosmetic effect is all for you—the buyer. Other chemical additives used to create an appealing finished product include anticaking, antimicrobial, coloring, firming, flavoring, drying, pH control, and surface finishing agents, and emulsifiers, sequestrants, synergists, texturizers, lubricants, and sweeteners.

PETS AS PET FOOD

You are probably not aware of the questionable nature of pet food. Why would you be? You are obviously interested in the well-being of your pet, but you also want to feed conveniently and inexpensively. So you purchase the commercial pet food that is readily available, assuming that it is good for your pet.

That is just what Ann Martin thought. Like most pet owners, she fed her household of animals—two dogs and four cats—with pet food she bought at the store. When the dogs became ill in 1990 after eating a popular commercial pet food, the Canadian woman had the food analyzed. The results disturbed her, and she started asking questions of people in the pet food industry and the government. The answers didn’t satisfy her. So Martin set out on a personal fact-finding investigation of pet food that lasted seven years. Eventually, she put her experience and findings into a book that every pet owner should read: Food Pets Die For—Shocking Facts About Pet Food (New Sage Press, Troutdale, Oregon).

Martin says her investigation revealed that “just about anything and everything is fair game for use in pet food. Labels do not indicate the hidden hazards that lurk in most cans and bags.” One of the most shocking practices she learned about was the use of euthanized pets as part of the rendered mix that goes into pet foods. Despite the denial by the industry that this is happening, says Martin, “dogs and cats from shelters, pounds, and even veterinary clinics are ending up in pet food. Some people seem to feel that this is not a problem; after all, dogs and cats are a source of protein. What they neglect to consider is that 90 percent of these animals have been treated with high levels of drugs prior to their demise. These drugs, antibiotics, hormones, and so on all withstand the rendering process and in fact can become more toxic. The companies selling the dyes and flavor enhancers are doing a landslide business, and as long as consumers are not offended by the smell and look of pet food, they assume it is a good quality.”

In 1990 San Francisco Chronicle investigative reporter John Eckhouse brought this practice to public attention. He found that each year millions of dead American dogs and cats are processed along with billions of pounds of other animal materials into tallow and meat meal used for thousands of items, including cosmetics and pet food. The practice is not illegal and probably accounts for only a very small percentage of the protein content of pet food, Eckhouse reported. One veterinary official who confirmed the practice said that “when you read pet food labels and it says meat or bone meal, that’s what it is—cooked and converted animals, including some dogs and cats.”

Ann Martin once believed that she was buying quality. Now, her opinion is that “most pet food is garbage—unregulated garbage.” Her animals now are fed only home-prepared food.

THE MOST HIGHLY PROCESSED FOOD ON THE PLANET?

The Animal Protection Institute report concluded that more than 95 percent of pets receive their nutritional needs from a single source—commercial pet food. This, then, is what most of our pets are eating—probably the most highly processed food on earth, where the magic of food technology sanitizes and camouflages the impurity of the product. Is there any wonder, holistic veterinarians ask, that chronic disease is so rampant?

Many animals are intolerant to the ingredients. This rejection is often expressed as violent illness or chronic health problems and often triggers a hypersensitivity and overreaction to flea and insect bites, pollens, soaps, sprays, and environmental contaminants. Dry food is a major offender because it is a concentrated collection of many of the foods that are the most allergenic for animals. Moreover, and particularly for cats, a constant ration of dry food is a sure invitation to health problems.

Holistic veterinarians say that commercial food just doesn’t support organ function well. They frequently see cats that are middle-aged yet have the decrepit liver, kidneys, and other vital organs of very old animals, along with dry, lusterless skin.

If the pet food picture seems bleak, don’t be discouraged. Read on. Increasingly, health-conscious consumers are demanding more quality. They are realizing that the food is causing many problems. Fortunately there is an industry response to this growing demand and awareness in the form of higher-quality products and more natural pet foods on the market. These, and other simple dietary options covered in the following chapters, will show you how to improve your cat’s nutrition and prospects for better health.


[image: ]

Shifting to a Better Diet

FOR YEARS ALL of us have been hearing from experts about the importance of eating a better, more natural diet. We’ve been told that our hearts, arteries, bones, brains, and every moving part of the body benefits from healthy, wholesome food. The message of food’s healing power is nothing new. More than 2,500 years ago, Hippocrates, regarded as the father of Western medicine, badgered his countrymen to “let thy food be thy medicine and thy medicine be thy food.” This is timeless wisdom, totally relevant in today’s age of fast food and rampant chronic disease.

The energy we call life animates the cells that make up our body and direct its countless biochemical functions. Foods are the fuel of life. Poor fuel makes for little momentum in life. Our bodies do not function well on poor-quality food, any more than a finely tuned automobile functions well on poor-quality gasoline. Many of the illnesses of people can be prevented or minimized through better nutrition. It’s the same for our pets. Holistic veterinarians regard diet as the basis for health and treating any condition. It’s the foundation. Everything else they do for an animal builds on this foundation. Get kittens started on the right fuel or deal with the fallout of feeding the wrong fuel in older cats, veterinarians repeatedly say.

What is good fuel? It’s different for different species. Bees need pollen. Koala bears need eucalyptus leaves. Cats need meat. They are pure carnivores, with nutritional requirements and a specialized digestive system designed for consuming meat. The veterinarians I spoke to were adamant on this point—meat is king for cats, and the closer you come to a diet of raw, whole prey for cats, the less likely that poor nutrition becomes a cause of illness and a potential obstacle to cure.


VEGETARIAN CATS?

Meat is real cat food. It is unnatural for cats not to eat meat. Nature has created a unique digestive tract and specific physiological requirements for these animals. Even if you follow a healthy vegetarian lifestyle, please don’t try to impose your dietary preference on a cat. You will only be causing harm. Veterinarians tell me that trying to make a cat a vegetarian is a bad decision. Something is missing from the diet. Animals don’t grow right. Their fur doesn’t look right. They constantly come down with respiratory illnesses. They will become anemic.

As Carvel Tiekert, DVM, says, “Cats were not designed as vegetarians. They are obligate carnivores. Who are people doing this for? The animals or themselves?”



Sharing living space intimately with indoor cats has perhaps caused many of us to lose track of what cats are really about—descendants of wild predators. Cats subsisted on unprocessed and uncooked prey such as rodents, birds, lizards, and even insects. They hunted for their food, devouring their prey completely, including all the organs and plant matter contained in the gut.

Today, most house cats aren’t hunting and bringing down prey. So they have to count on us to provide their needs. Store-bought food, particularly dry food, may accommodate your convenience and your busy schedule, but for the cat it is a flagrant violation of nature. Even though domesticated cats have now been eating commercially prepared, highly processed foods for generations, veterinarians do not believe that the need for natural food has been lost. They believe instead that cats miss their natural diet and the proper balance of vital nutrients, fluids, and ingredients present in raw tissue. Much of the commercially prepared pet foods, even those made from the best ingredients, are heavily cooked, overprocessed, and missing many living, natural substances.

Any time the laws of nature are violated, suffering, stress, and disease result. You don’t have to look much further than the unnatural quality of commercial pet food to understand why so many cats are getting sick and decrepit before their time. Holistic veterinarians generally don’t believe cats can be truly healthy eating only commercial foods on a long-term basis.

You may be thinking that your cat seems to be fine and all you’re doing is feeding it every day from the bag of food you buy at the supermarket. You may be right, because just as there are people who smoke, drink, and eat poorly and yet do not suffer from debilitating problems and die at one hundred, there are many resilient, long-lived animals who exist solely on commercial foods. Most animals, however, are hugely benefited by notching up the quality of their diet. The benefits show up as healthier cats with better appearance, more vitality, and fewer veterinary bills.

In this and the following two chapters you will learn how to notch up the quality of your cat’s diet. The options are simple and practical and don’t require a big effort. Choose an approach, recipe, or combination of ideas that fits into your schedule. You will be pleasantly surprised at how big a difference you can make with a minimum effort. Let’s consider your options from the angle of what type of food you can and should feed your cat. Michele Yasson, DVM, of Rosendale, New York, has provided a compact overview of options for optimum feeding in the following perspective.

DR. YASSON’S CAT FOOD GUIDELINES


	Semimoist foods. Don’t even think about them. This is the equivalent of junk food.


	Dry foods (kibble). Better, but still detrimental. All mammals are meant to eat fresh, whole natural foods, not dehydrated foods. Within this category, however, certainly the higher-quality natural brands are preferred (see chapter 5). Fortunately these are becoming more available, not only at health food stores, but also at general pet and feed supply outlets.


	Canned foods. This is the minimal level of quality for healthy maintenance and for animals that need to do some healing.


	Fresh prepared foods. The best choice, for them—and for us. The best rule of thumb that I know is as follows: Give half and even more as meat, preferably raw, the rest as vegetables and grain. Keep in mind that carnivores most often choose herbivores (plant eaters) as their prey and eat their intestinal contents, which are predigested, or “cooked” vegetables. Many of my clients don’t have the time to prepare meals for their pets. If an animal is seriously sick, there is no choice. If not, my recommendation is simple: Virtually anything you are eating that is healthy for you is healthy for your pets, so share liberally, up to 50 percent of the total volume of the diet. Make sure the added foods are provided in variety to avoid creating imbalances.




SIX STRATEGIES FOR IMPROVING THE DIET

Before introducing your options for improved feeding in the next chapter, let’s now consider six important points:


	How to switch the diet.


	Adding meat—preferably raw.


	Should you feed your cat grains?


	Honor the individuality of your cat.


	Feed the best you can without straining.


	Preventive shopping—foods to avoid.




HOW TO SWITCH THE DIET

Cats, by nature, are suspicious about changes in their routine, and especially to changes in their diet. Introducing them to a new food, even if it is healthier, can be a major challenge once they have become habituated. Many animals become virtually “addicted” to a set diet. If you have a very persnickety cat, you are going to have to outfox it. The operative tactic any time you want to add anything to a cat’s diet is stealth. Use the sneak attack. Start with a tiny amount of the food-to-be. Start low. Go





	First four days              
	¼ new food            
	¾ old food



	Next three days
	½ new food
	½ old food



	Final three days
	¾ new food
	¼ old food










ADDING MEAT—PREFERABLY RAW










	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	








SHOULD YOU FEED YOUR CAT GRAINS?




HONOR THE INDIVIDUALITY OF YOUR CAT


FEED THE BEST YOU CAN WITHOUT STRAINING


PREVENTIVE SHOPPING—FOODS TO AVOID



	

	

	



HOW TO TELL IF YOUR CAT IS EATING A HEALTHY DIET













	SIGNS
	GOOD
	BAD



	 
	 
	 



	Eyes
	Bright, alert, clear
	Dull, cloudy, tearing, red



	Nose
	Cool, moist, clean, soft
	Hot, dry, hard



	Teeth
	Clean, white, shiny
	Dirty, yellow, foul-smelling



	Ears
	Clean, dry
	Inflamed, waxy, foul-smelling



	Hair
	Shiny, soft, clean
	Dull, dry, dandruff, hair loss



	Skin
	Soft, pliable
	Dry, greasy, inflamed, itchy



	Muscles
	Firm, developed, defined
	Soft, lacking



	Condition   
	Ribby (feel ribs)
	Obese, potbelly, waddling walk



	Paws
	Smooth, resilient
	Cracked, sore, nails brittle



	Anus
	Clean, dry
	Inflamed, itchy anal glands



	Urine
	Light yellow, average volume   
	Dark or clear, large amounts
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