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THE

Healthy Pet

MANUAL

“I have given care to domestic animals for over 25 years and sadly, more than half of them have died with cancer. With The Healthy Pet Manual beside me, I feel more confident as I continue this work. I will now be better able to hopefully prevent cancer before it appears and also ease the way for those animals who already have cancer, coming into my family for quality end-of-life support. In this extraordinary volume, author Deborah Straw offers us one of the finest and most essential tools for providing optimum care to the animals we hold dear. I can’t thank her enough for that.”

RITA M. REYNOLDS,
AUTHOR OF BLESSING THE BRIDGE:
WHAT ANIMALS TEACH US ABOUT DEATH, DYING, AND BEYOND

“The Healthy Pet Manual is a must-read for those who consider their companion animals family members. This book considers all facets of our pets’ health, including their emotional needs, and thus is a refreshing approach to keeping our four-legged kids healthy. If everyone showed the respect and consideration for animals that Deborah Straw demonstrates, we would not only have healthier animals, we would live in a world free of unwanted and abused animals. Two paws up!”

RANDY GRIM, AUTHOR OF MIRACLE DOG,
SUBJECT OF THE BOOK THE MAN WHO TALKS TO DOGS,
AND FOUNDER OF STRAY RESCUE OF ST. LOUIS.


“I have long encouraged pet owners to learn as much as they can about behavior so humans and pets can better communicate and live in harmony. The same emphasis should be on the health of your pets, including prevention and treatment. Deborah’s Healthy Pet Manual deals openly with the changing world of animal healthcare including the causes of disease, amazing advances in care and treatment, and costs. Her insight is valuable for maintaining a healthy pet and provides a lot of transferable insight into human health.”

MATTHEW “UNCLE MATTY” MARGOLIS,
WORLD-RENOWNED DOG TRAINER
AND HOST OF THE PBS SERIES WOOF! IT’S A DOG’S LIFE
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Dedicated to Puck, Bauhaus, Annie, and Misty
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Foreword

When my sister-in-law was diagnosed with breast cancer three years ago, my wife’s second trip was to the childhood home where she grew up, to spend time with her sibling. Her first trip was to the bookstore, where she bought several volumes with titles such as What To Do When A Loved One Has Cancer. There were dozens to choose from, designed to acquaint cancer patients and their families with the etiology of the disease, current treatments (with the risk of side effects), along with prognosis and survival rates. Many books also address the emotional and psychological aspects of facing serious illness: handling stress, communicating with friends and relatives, coping with depression, and maintaining hope. For many people, such books are a godsend, helping them through the initial period of shock and bewilderment as they gradually gain their bearings.

But what are your resources when the “loved one” you care for is a dog or cat or another animal companion? Our culture has tended to minimize the importance of the human-animal bond and to discount the stakes when a beloved pet becomes ill. The attitude that “it’s only an animal” is still all too common. There are few books in the “pet” section that offer the same kind of information and support that are readily available in the “people” section of the bookstore. The volume you are now holding, Deborah Straw’s The Healthy Pet Manual is one of the first and most comprehensive to address this important need.

A book such as this can be valuable in many ways. Foremost, it can help you ask more intelligent questions and become a better advocate for your pet. You’ll be empowered to take charge of your animal’s well-being and become a more responsible consumer of veterinary and pet care services. Read in time, a book like this might even save a life.

When my office manager was told her cat needed an ultrasound, for instance, her initial reaction was a feeling of helplessness and dependency. There was only one specialist in our area who provided this particular procedure for animals. She wasn’t always sure she understood or agreed with all the treatment recommended, but where else could she turn? She was at the mercy of the system. No book can offer a substitute for the training and experience of a trusted vet. But a work like this one can enable you to make more informed decisions and better understand your options.

Deborah Straw encourages readers to ask a whole range of questions they may not have considered previously. What vaccines are necessary to protect your pet, and what risks are involved in most common vaccinations? How safe are commercial or premium brand pet foods? What are the pros and cons of purchasing insurance for your animal? The glossary and appendices alone would make this book a worthwhile addition to the pet lover’s bookshelf. But the wealth of data and documentation within its pages make it an essential reference.

The Healthy Pet Manual covers both conventional and more holistic approaches to coping with cancer, which is a real strength, recognizing that people spend almost as much money today on alternative therapies as they do on conventional medical care. The two paradigms are not necessarily incompatible. One woman in my church, for instance, decided to follow her doctor’s recommendation and go with radiation treatments after a lumpectomy, but complemented her reliance on high-tech medicine with visits to an acupuncturist (with the blessing of her physician), which she felt helped keep her energy level higher than it might have been. Most people, I think, want to consider all the possibilities when facing a potentially life-threatening situation, and this holds true whether we are concerned with people or pets. The Healthy Pet Manual offers a judicious and balanced exploration of everything from surgery to herbal remedies, with as much emphasis on prevention as on cure.

A book like this may also help you feel less frightened and alone. Until we find that it has reached into our own homes, many of us believe that cancer is a disease that primarily afflicts “other people” (and other people’s pets). Of course, the statistics prove otherwise. Cancer is the number one killer of dogs and cats. But when we find that cancer has invaded our own lives and the lives of those we love, our initial response can be denial and disbelief, followed by feelings of discouragement and isolation. Perhaps nothing quite like this has happened to us before. Friends and even other family members may have trouble relating to the experience.

How comforting it can be at such moments to find the voice of someone who truly sympathizes. The fact that the author has lost several of her own animal companions to cancer and related ailments makes her an especially sensitive guide to others in need, dispensing not only practical advice but also personal understanding. Studies have shown again and again that patients who are struggling with cancer have better odds of beating the disease when they have a strong network of support—people they can trust, who know what they’re going through. And surely those who accompany their animals through illness can benefit from the company of an individual like Deborah Straw, whose caring and genuineness are evident in everything she writes.

I am pleased to count Deborah among my small circle of friends. She is a person who not only loves animals but has the soul of a poet, enabling her to speak eloquently on behalf of all the creatures who add such grace, beauty, and felicity to our human existence.

Yet this cannot have been an easy book for her to write. As a clergyman, I realize there is an inward cost to those who make it their business to address the realities of death, disease, and discomfort. But I also know that such work can be tremendously satisfying and rewarding, however difficult it may be. The Healthy Pet Manual is well worth the long hours and meticulous research that went into writing it and will certainly help the thousands of people who read it and find comfort and clarity within its covers.

Thank you, Deborah, for this timely contribution to the literature of healing.

GARY KOWALSKI

AUTHOR OF THE SOULS OF ANIMALS


Introduction

I am not a veterinarian, but I am a longtime journalist, an avid researcher and teacher of research techniques, and an animal lover. I have been writing about animal companions for more than a decade, have lived with them for the bulk of my fifty years, and, in the past twenty years, have lost four of them to four different types of cancer (one was feline leukemia, but may have involved another cancer at the end). I and my animals have not tried all the complementary methods of treatment listed in this book, but I am open-minded, and I wanted to include most of the available options. This book is not meant to endorse any one particular treatment but is intended instead to help you in your understanding and objective evaluation of the possible causes and variety of treatments for cancer in our animal companions.

Our knowledge of cancer keeps evolving. Lots of new treatments are currently being tested; herbal preparations and homeopathic remedies are being reconsidered; new genetic theories are being discussed. Keeping up in this field would be a full-time job. Then there is the sometimes overwhelming existence of the Internet; while a good source of information, it is also full of chat rooms and fly-by-night cures of which you should be cautious. Many animal Web sites are merely fan clubs or memorials to departed pets. I have no interest in presenting “cures” that do not work or getting anyone’s hopes up for naught.

Our animals are living longer these days, and they are developing more cancers. We have, in our speed and efficiency, provided more and more ready-made products for them, but some of these are dangerous. We may often spend less time with our animal companions because we are just too busy. We may buy them the types of commercial food we can find most readily. We may be vaccinating them against a few virulent diseases, yet this increased number of vaccinations may be abetting or causing various cancers. We may be providing them with an old standby brand of cat litter or a popular chewy toy that may cause them serious damage. Even flea remedies and ordinary drinking water can hold risks. Are we loving our animals to death?

On the positive side, cancer continues to be big news, in humans and in animals. A huge amount of information bombards us almost every day from a variety of sources, both scholarly and popular. (One of the most surprising articles I found was printed in Popular Mechanics!) And some of the news about cutting-edge treatments, drugs, and herbal therapies for humans also pertains to animals or will in the very near future.

Throughout my work on this project, at least 90 percent of the veterinarians I contacted were forthcoming, generous, and kind. They were willing to share theories, case studies, or information with me—in spite of the fact that I was unknown to many of them—in the hope of saving or prolonging more domestic animals’ lives.

That, too, is my intent. I wrote this book because animals have enriched my life and because I see our role regarding animals as that of stewards. We are entrusted with their well-being. I inherited from one of my mentors, Albert Schweitzer, a “reverence for all life.”

The best way to avoid cancer in animals is to provide them with healthy lives—adequate exercise, appropriate medical attention, nutritious food, and lots of love. The more I research the topic, the more strongly I feel that prevention is the most critical way to avert or put off cancer. But if you already have an animal with cancer, it is wise to read as much as you can and to work with your primary veterinarian or other qualified health care professional first. Always find a veterinarian you feel you can trust implicitly, for both your and the animal’s best interests. I do not recommend changing treatments or even diet without consulting one of these experts. Still, do not consider a diagnosis of cancer a death sentence; it needn’t be. Each case is different, as is each animal. There is much more hope in treating many forms of cancer in dogs and cats, in particular, than there was fifteen years ago when our gray tiger cat, Misty, died of a mammary tumor.

I wish you well—and hope this book provides enough information to help your beloved animals enjoy a few more happy, pain-free, physically comfortable months or years with you.


1   Today’s Pets, Today’s Cancer

Recently, I traveled to Portland, Maine, with a couple visiting from Greece. Newlyweds in their early forties, they do not plan to have children. Trying to find a common bond, I asked the man if they had any animals. He said, “No. I had a dog when I was a child and then he died. Of course, it’s natural. But it was so terrible. I couldn’t live through that again.”

Terrible is just what it is when your animal companion becomes ill and dies. You feel so helpless. Unlike children, who ultimately mature and become responsible for themselves, an animal requires your constant, life-long care. You are responsible for all aspects of her life. You hold her and comfort her, and you alter your daily routine to care for her. You cook her healthy meals and provide vitamins and minerals. Over the years you will probably watch her deteriorate, hobble around, and die in your arms. Animals are excellent patients. Few complain or even utter a sound. Their emotions are in their eyes. As they have always done, they trust that you will make the best decisions on their part.

I know how terrible the death of an animal companion is. In the past fifteen years four of our five domestic animals—three cats and a dog—have died of cancer or a related illness. One cat, Annie, died of feline leukemia (not considered a cancer in animals, but often associated with a secondary cancerous disorder or lymphoma) at eighteen; another, Misty, of mammary cancer, also at eighteen. Our dog Bauhaus died of a mast cell tumor in her neck at twelve, and the fourth, Puck, an eight-year-old cat, died of a vaccine-induced fibrosarcoma. Three of the animals had one or two surgeries and we made dietary changes, but we did not attempt chemotherapy or radiation primarily because of the cost and the distance we would have to travel. The experiences were wrenching. It is especially painful to see the ugly growths become larger and larger, something we seldom see in humans. Two of the only times I have seen my husband almost faint and actually cry were during the times of our pets’ illnesses and deaths.

Unfortunately, our experiences are not uncommon. In preparation for this book I talked with friends, relatives, neighbors, colleagues, and animal care professionals. I was stunned to discover that each had an animal cancer story. In one day I heard of two dogs with leg or bone cancer, one three years old, the other eight. Both will undergo amputations and chemotherapy. The procedures are expensive, painful, and always traumatic. I heard of a cat who died of liver cancer at age fourteen. In a single year a colleague’s dog and cat both died of cancer, even though he drove two hundred miles once a week so they could receive radiation treatments.

In a span of three days I learned of one cat, age eighteen, who died of cancer; another friend’s elderly cat had a growth removed, which is being biopsied; and a growth has redeveloped on my cousin’s dog’s neck. The first was merely a cyst, but its recurrence is worrisome to someone like me because of our similar experiences with our own dog Bauhaus. These sad tales are not unusual once you start to pay attention.

While caring for our own ill animals, my resolve to take action grew stronger. As our animals continued to get sick, we made every effort we could to be certain we were providing the best and safest care for them. We had a tap water test done to check for lead; it came back negative. We don’t smoke or use pesticides. We made dietary changes for our subsequent cats and dog. We no longer bought them any grocery store commercial foods, purchasing instead only high-quality “natural” foods at pet stores. I decided to do some research to see if other people were experiencing as many painful deaths as we were. I discovered that many people we knew had similar cancer stories to tell, although perhaps not so many in rapid succession. After looking for resources to learn more about cancer in animals and its prevention and treatment, and finding few available, I decided to write one. I determined to do everything I could to help other animals and their human companions avoid this pernicious disease, to diagnose it earlier, or to provide a better chance for survival after diagnosis.

According to an October 1997 Morris Animal Foundation survey, (no new statistics were available as of October 2004) cancer is the number one killer of dogs and cats, and the number one concern of animal guardians. At least 25 percent of dogs and cats die from cancer; in some veterinary practices, 40 percent of the patients have some form of cancer. In the Morris study, which surveyed 2,003 pet owners, the leading cause of nonaccidental death in dogs was cancer (at 47 percent). In cats the three leading nonaccidental causes of death are dental problems, urinary problems, and cancer, the last at 32 percent.1 That survey also identified cancer as the leading cause of disease-related deaths in ferrets (33 percent), rabbits (28 percent), and birds (18 percent).2 Other studies indicate that 45 percent of dogs over ten years of age die of cancer. Some seventy types of cancer have been identified in domestic animals.

THE CHANGING STATUS OF DOMESTIC ANIMALS

In this book, because of my respect for all creatures, I will primarily refer to dogs, cats, and other animals as our “animal companions” or to us as their “guardians.” If I slip back into “pet” occasionally, please forgive me! Pet is still the most familiar term, but many animal advocates, including this one, now believe this implies the wrong type of relationship between the two species. The word guardian rather than owner is so much clearer and defines what our relationship with these creatures ought to be. According to Jan McHugh, Executive Director, Humane Society of Boulder Valley, quoted in a blurb for In Defense of Animals, an international animal protection organization, “Although it is a simple language change, we hope that the increased awareness of the ‘guardian’ language will elevate the status of animals in our community. We will use the word ‘guardian’ as another tool to fight animal abuse and exploitation.”3 In fact, as of August 2004, thirteen American cities, one county, and one entire state, Rhode Island, have passed legislation to change the wording of what were formerly known as “pet owners” to “animal guardians.”4

Animals are critically important in our lives. For many, they are almost like children. They bring balance to lives often out of control in terms of speed and reliance on technology. They make us exercise regularly; they show us unconditional love. They lower our blood pressure; they understand when we have had a bad day. My dog Wanda eased the pain of my father’s death. They make us laugh.

An increasing number of North Americans are living with animals, frequently with multiple animals. Because the numbers of pets are hard to count, statistics vary widely, but an estimated 60 million dogs and 70 million cats currently live in homes in the United States.5

The dog population is slightly decreasing, because dogs are more complicated to care for. Small animals, such as ferrets and hamsters, are rising in popularity because of their size and ease of care.6 Turtles, snakes, and lizards are growing in popularity too. Birds living in U.S. households made two million visits to veterinarians in 2001.7

Nancy Peterson, an issues specialist with the Humane Society of the United States, describes our relationships with our animal companions eloquently: “The benefits of animal companionship are numerous. Pets serve as teachers and therapists and healers, friends and family, and without them our lives would be greatly diminished.”8 Especially for those without children, the lonely, and the elderly, these creatures are essential to well-being. Pets help children learn to communicate and to respect nature. They teach responsibility. For older people, pets provide companionship and love. Animals also make them feel safer, and often make them keep the heat higher, thus also keeping themselves warmer. Having a dog makes them exercise more. Pets in general can alleviate people’s focusing inward on their own disabilities or problems and can provide distractions from depression, bereavement, or pain.9 Just owning a pet that you can hold and stroke lowers blood pressure, reduces stress, and encourages better physical fitness. In Japan, if you don’t live with an animal companion, commercial establishments exist that let you engage in ninety-minute sessions of patting and playing with a dog; five sessions cost $1,800.10

The Delta Society, a national nonprofit association in the field of human-animal interactions, recently compiled a list of reasons to live with an animal companion. Here are just a few of the group’s findings: Seniors who own dogs go to the doctor less frequently. Animal guardians have lower triglyceride and cholesterol levels. Animal companions, especially dogs, help children adjust better to the serious illness or death of a parent. Animal guardians feel less afraid of crime when walking or living with a dog and have higher one-year survival rates following the onset of coronary heart disease. In nursing homes in New York, Missouri, and Texas, medication costs per patient per day dropped from $3.80 to $1.18 when animals and plants were part of the environment. These are only a few of the benefits of sharing our lives with animals.11

In a 1983 survey at Tufts University 80 percent of the 463 total respondents cited animal companions as a source of cheerfulness; 73 percent of total respondents considered them members of the family; 70 percent considered an animal companion a “thing of beauty.” Seven percent considered them a nuisance, and 4 percent a financial burden. In another survey about animal guardians’ concerns, 73 percent of the 463 respondents were most concerned about an animal companion getting hit by a car; 70 percent about an animal eating something toxic; and 68 percent about illness. Still another poll listed the following as the top reasons for having animal companions: for the sheer pleasure, 79 percent; to give love to the animal, 67 percent; to cheer the home, 64 percent; and to receive love from the animal, 63 percent.12

Another sign that animals are being taken more seriously in our lives and society is that Humane Society of the United States researchers recently announced that at least eighty-nine colleges or universities in North America currently offer courses focused on animal ethics and welfare issues. They estimate that approximately five thousand college students are now receiving such instruction. Leading the way was Colorado State University, which offered a course on animals and society in 1978.13 In addition, animal rights law specialties are on the rise at the nation’s law schools. Forty law schools now offer animal law classes, and an Animal Law Conference was held at Yale University in November 2004.14

Apparently, pets can also help with grades. A fascinating new study of two hundred respondents between the ages of seventeen and twenty-five revealed a correlation between having an animal companion and achieving high SAT scores and grade point averages. On average, scores were higher for pet owners than for nonowners; the more time the student spent with the animal, the better the scores he or she received.15

Because we realize their value, we are treating our animal companions better—providing doggie day care and better nutrition, establishing dog parks, purchasing pet health insurance, and more. We are using them in pet therapy with the elderly, with prisoners, with disabled youngsters; we know they help us stay healthier, both physically and emotionally. Horses and llamas help disabled children and adults learn physical dexterity and responsibility. Dogs help children with behavioral problems or with autism reach out and feel connected. Dogs and cats provide companionship for those dying of AIDS when many humans abandon them.

Another indication of their importance as family members, at least in the United States, is that more and more divorces include joint-custody arrangements for the animals. According to a recent article in the New York Times, Arthur I. Hirsch, a divorce lawyer, said that the issue of pet custody, whether joint or otherwise, comes up in one out of twenty divorces. Psychotherapist Stephanie LaFarge, based with the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) in New York City, saw ten couples in two years who arranged pet joint custody; she feels she will see a lot more. A recent Hollywood movie, Dog Park, released in September 1999, was based on just this subject.16

According to a 1998 article on Angell Memorial Animal Hospital in Life magazine, Americans spend $2.8 billion on veterinary care every year; the services available to animals are almost equivalent to those for humans. In 1998 it was reported that the typical dog owner spent $275 a year on medical care, but many said they were willing to pay at least $5,000 to extend an animal’s life.17

In the United States alone, spending on our animal companions has reached an all time high. According to the American Pet Products Manufacturers Association (APPMA), a not-for-profit trade organization, spending has “doubled from $17 billion in 1994 [annually] to a projected $34.3 billion for 2004.” Explained Bob Vetere, APPMA chief operating officer and managing director, “These spending figures reflect a change that has been occurring over the past decade of pets transitioning into the family.” In 2004, American animal guardians were expected to spend $7.9 billion for supplies and over-the-counter medications and $8.3 billion for veterinarian care.18

Of course, it’s not only we Americans who love our pets. Italians, for example, continue to be crazy over their domestic animals. A law recently enacted in the town of Recanati made drafty kennels, chains, and cramped conditions illegal for animal companions. In January 2000 Mayor Fabio Corvatta introduced sixteen regulations for animal guardians (especially for those who had cats and dogs). Guardians must take good medical care of all animal companions. Regular visits to the veterinarian and advice on diets are obligatory. Animal companions’ living quarters must be at minimum 9.6 square yards and well lit, with adequate air and comfortable temperatures for the animals. Chaining a dog’s collar is forbidden except on rare occasions. Dogs are allowed to enter most parks and gardens in the town.19

In Australia pets also reign supreme. According to the Royal New South Wales Canine Council Ltd. (RNSWCC), Australia’s AKC, there are 182 dogs for every 1,000 Australians and every year 25,000 purebred dogs are registered with the RNSWCC. Australians spend $1.17 billion each year on their dogs and the dog food market alone is worth $560 million a year.20

The Australian Companion Animal Council states that because of relationships with animal companions the country’s people saved more than $2.2 billion in human health expenditures in 1994–95. The animal guardians (as opposed to those without animals in the household) “typically visit the doctor less often and use less medication; . . . have lower cholesterol and lower blood pressure; . . . recover more quickly from illness and surgery; . . . deal better with stressful situations; . . . and are less likely to report feeling lonely.”21

More recently, Japan is increasing its number of domestic animals. Sarah Hartwell, who works for U.K.’s Cats Protection and adopts and cares for older cats, has written extensively about cat care around the world. In “Cat Food Around the World,” she states that the number of pets and pet-owning households in Japan are increasing each year, with “10 million pet dogs and 7 million pet cats. Approximately 30% of Japanese households (45.06 million) keep a cat or dog. . . . Animals provide a sense of companionship.”22

CANCER AND OUR ANIMAL COMPANIONS

It would seem that our animals’ health, too, would benefit from these relationships. Yet despite all the money, attention, and love we lavish on our animal companions, cancer in a variety of forms keeps rearing its ugly head. Why? And how can we make the best possible decisions for these creatures, our best friends—after all they do for us?

Incidence of Cancer

In the United States cancer now afflicts 1 in approximately 3.5 adults aged sixty to seventy-nine and 1 in 55 before the age of thirty-nine.23 It is the number two killer of humans, after cardiovascular disease. In domestic fact, cancer’s rise in occurrence came first among humans, but animals are no longer far behind. Some other species can get almost as many kinds of cancer as we can.

No breed-specific genetic alterations have been found that predispose certain breeds to develop cancers, but some breeds do acquire the disease a bit more commonly than others. See chapter 2 for a current list of these canine breeds. Among cats, there is a high incidence of cancers in the Siamese breed.24

Definition of Cancer

For a brief refresher course, let me define some basic terms related to this disease. One definition of cancer is: “A malignant growth of tissue tending to spread and associated with general ill health and progressive emaciation.”25 Healthy cells grow, divide, and replace themselves, which keeps the body in good physical repair. Cancerous cells do not develop normally, but they do multiply and divide. There is no apparent order to their replication; neither is it always certain when they will reproduce, if ever. Each type of cancer cell has its own course of development; most of the cells develop into a mass called a tumor. Of course, some of these tumors are benign (not cancerous). They may grow, but they remain confined to the tissue in which they arise. These can usually be removed surgically, and the patient, human or animal, experiences a full recovery.

The tumors to worry about are the malignant ones, those that spread and destroy surrounding tissues. The spreading process of cancer is called metastasis. Common sites for metastases are the lungs, liver, bones, and brain.26 In veterinary textbook language tumors are not called cancerous but, rather, neoplasms. They are also referred to as tumors on occasion. Perhaps the word cancer is just too scary for many of us to use.

No one cause of cancer has yet been found for humans or animals. The disease often occurs because of genetic mutations, which may be caused by contact with certain substances we call carcinogens. Carcinogens activate a chain of biological events that lead to cancer, with its varied symptoms. The process can happen rapidly or may take several years. Some animals are more sensitive to carcinogens than others; many risks factors are still unknown.27 Certainly we know that among people the risk of cancer increases with smoking, being exposed to certain pesticides or other carcinogenic substances, poor diet, and more. Environmental agents associated with cancer in humans include viruses, tobacco, food, radiation, chemicals, and pollution. While environment and diet appear to be important factors in some human cancers, heredity plays a relatively small role—except in a few cases, such as breast cancer. (Five to 20 percent of human breast cancer cases reflect evidence of a strong inherited predisposition.28) Of course, animals continue to be used in experimentation to determine causes and treatments for human and animal cancers and other diseases. Currently, for instance, research is being performed on some breeds of dogs to determine the relationship between lineage and cancer.

Some of the factors involved in the development of cancer in our domestic animals mirror those involved in human cancer. Others seem much more specific to animal cancer than to the disease in humans. These factors, in no particular order, appear to be: their lengthening life spans; their diets, especially when these are entirely commercial with no additional nutrients; perhaps their drinking water; high levels of stress; genetic factors, which play a role in some species; environmental agents such as pesticides and herbicides; secondhand smoke; and a variety of vaccines, some of which may not be necessary or for which the site of vaccination can be switched. This book will address these factors and others that may play into the development of an animal’s compromised immune system or weakened state of health.

Let me stress that there seems to be no agreement about what exactly causes cancer in animals—this is an extremely complex disease with many varieties. Some veterinarians say it is entirely genetic; some think diet and lifestyle issues are key. Some believe it is mostly a function of increased age. According to the veterinarians at Hill’s Pet Food, animals are living longer for many reasons, including a decline in often fatal infectious diseases, more effective drugs, improved diagnostics and technology, and better-educated and more committed animal guardians. Animal companions are now, in most countries, recognized members of society and families and, as such, receive better health care and improved nutrition, leading to longer lives.29

Common Types of Cancer in Animals,
Especially in Dogs and Cats

The All-Care Animal Referral Center in California lists seven varieties of common cancers found in animal companions. The American Veterinary Medical Association adds a few others to this list.

[image: image]  Abdominal Tumors: These are quite common but difficult to diagnose early on. Abdominal enlargement and weight loss are signs of these types of tumors.

[image: image]  Bone Tumors: These are quite common in large dogs but rare in cats. The leg bones near the joints are the most common sites for these tumors. Lameness or swelling of the leg are early warning signs.

[image: image]  Brain Tumors: These may occur in both dogs and cats as primary or metastatic tumors.

[image: image]  Canine Mammary Tumors: These are the most common tumors found in female dogs, generally those that are older. If a dog is spayed prior to her second heat cycle, the risk decreases. Approximately half of all mammary canine tumors are malignant.

[image: image]  Feline Mammary Tumors: These are generally seen in older female cats; our cat Misty was about eighteen when her tumors appeared. They tend to grow and metastasize rapidly. According to the American Veterinary Medical Association, 50 percent of breast tumors in dogs and 85 percent in cats are malignant. Spaying or neutering at an early age greatly reduces the risk.30

[image: image]  Head, Nose, and Neck Cancers: Mouth cancer is common in dogs, but less so in cats. Because many of these swellings are malignant, early treatment is critical. Masses on the gums, bleeding, odor, or difficulty eating are warning signs. Nasal cancers may occur in both cats and dogs. Signs are bleeding from the nose, labored breathing, or facial swelling.

[image: image]  Lymphosarcomas: This is a cancer of the lymphatic system that occurs mostly in middle-aged animals (in cats, around eight to ten years; in dogs, around six to eight years).

[image: image]  Mast Cell Tumors of the Skin: These are skin tumors seen in middle-aged and old dogs and in older cats. These tumors metastasize to lymph nodes. Our mixed-breed (yellow Lab type) dog, Bauhaus, developed this cancer in her neck at the age of eleven.

[image: image]  Melanomas: These are skin cancers. They are usually solitary, black-pigmented tumors, either benign or malignant, and hard to control. Most skin cancers in cats are malignant; in dogs, they often are benign.31

[image: image]  Osteosarcomas: These are bone cancers most often seen in large breeds of dogs. The tumors metastasize quickly.

[image: image]  Testicular Tumors: Tumors on the testicles are rare in cats, but common in dogs. They show up particularly in those with retained testes.32

See chapters 2 and 3 for more information on specific cancers in dogs and cats, respectively, and chapter 4 for those that can affect other small animal companions.

Warning Signs of Cancer

As is true with any behavioral or physical change in your animal companion, warning signs of tumors both benign and malignant should be checked out thoroughly and immediately by your trusted veterinarian. All experts in the animal health field say that early detection and prompt diagnosis and treatment of cancer will increase the chances of recovery, or at least of a longer, happier life for the animal.

Here are what the majority of veterinary sources consider to be the possible symptoms of cancer:

[image: image]  Any abnormal swelling or lump that keeps growing.

[image: image]  Nonhealing sores.

[image: image]  Weight loss for no apparent reason.

[image: image]  Loss of normal appetite.

[image: image]  Bleeding or unusual discharge from a body opening such as the nose or mouth.

[image: image]  A foul odor, especially from the mouth.

[image: image]  Difficulty eating or swallowing.

[image: image]  Loss of strength and disinterest in normal exercise.

[image: image]  Lameness or stiffness that continues.

[image: image]  Difficulty breathing, defecating, or urinating.

[image: image]  Any other change in behavior. For example, some case studies regarding bone cancers indicated that the dog or cat first started limping.33

Prevention and Early Detection

Prevention and early detection can make all the difference. Marion S. Lane and the staff of the Humane Society of the United States write that “your best offense in protecting your [pet] against serious illness is a good defense”—including regular visits to your veterinarian; spaying or neutering, which helps prevent diseases of the reproductive organs as well as overpopulation and abandonment of animal companions; screening exams that your veterinarian recommends, especially as your animal ages; and careful observation and prompt investigation of “anything out of the ordinary.”34 And according to Steven E. Crow, D.V.M., malignant tumors identified during regular exams are more likely to be cured “than cancers which are already causing clinical signs of illnesses.”35

Dr. Crow, head oncologist at the Sacramento Animal Medical Group, Sacramento, California, adds that the likelihood of many animal cancers can be significantly reduced in at least three ways:

[image: image]  Spaying female dogs prior to their first heat. This reduces the risk of breast cancer to 0.5 percent. An ovariohysterectomy after one heat cycle or two or more estrous cycles reduces the risk of mammary carcinomas to 8 or 26 percent, respectively.

[image: image]  Neutering male dogs eliminates all testicular tumors and decreases the possibility of circumanal adenomas and adenocarcinomas.

[image: image]  People with white or light-pigmented cats should minimize their pets’ exposure to sunlight—especially between 10 A.M. and 4 P.M.—to protect against squamous cell carcinomas of the eyelids, nose, and ears; owners of white dogs can use sunscreens (up to SPF 30) and avoid excessive sun exposure. This may reduce the prevalence of solar-induced cancers, such as basal cell carcinomas and squamous cell carcinomas, on these dogs’ noses.36

With dogs, watch for growths in the mouth and on the dog’s body. Check each mammary gland periodically, approximately once a month. With male dogs, especially those older than six years, palpate the testicles to see changes in size that could indicate a growth.37

Here are a few more tips, especially important for all older pets:

[image: image]  Make annual medical checkups. Geriatric animals should be checked at least twice a year. (For large animals, or those who get especially anxious and cagey before and during trips to the vet, it is wonderful if you can find a veterinarian who makes home visits.)

[image: image]  Keep your animal on a well-balanced, nutritious diet.

[image: image]  Try not to needlessly alter your animal’s routines. Changes can bring on stress. Try to feed and walk at regularly scheduled times.

[image: image]  Before bringing in a new pet, consider your older pet’s reactions. Many older dogs and cats enjoy younger ones, while some do not. You can create misery, and possibly even illness, if you force a new roommate on a set-in-her-ways animal.

[image: image]  Keep your pets clean. They like it, and they feel nicer to your touch.38

[image: image]  Touch your animals regularly to establish closeness and to detect any early lumps or abnormalities. This is an important part of the human-animal bond.

[image: image]  Keep the water dish washed and full of clean water.

[image: image]  Play with your animals on a regular basis. It’s good for both of you.

Dealing with Cancer

One issue of importance when dealing with cancer, in your human companions or furry ones, is to get a second or even third opinion. At the 2004 North American Veterinary Conference, this opinion was stressed: “Different cancer types require different strategies for treatment. Explanation of treatment procedures, discussing risks, benefits, toxicity, and costs must be combined with client discussions regarding a realistic, and unbiased view of all treatment options available, and the animal’s likely prognosis. Second, third, or even fourth opinions are sometimes necessary to provide optimal therapy for an individual patient.”39

In traditional Western medicine, of course, doctors and nurses treat symptoms with a variety of techniques that have been proved to work, fully or at least partially, for varying lengths of time. In the case of cancer, surgery, chemotherapy, radiation, changes in diet, and other medications are among them. But holistic practitioners tend to look at the whole person or animal and make larger lifestyle changes—before disease strikes, if possible. Indeed, many experts believe that in both people and in animals, the best ways to treat cancer—to lessen its risks—are prevention and early detection.

Marion S. Lane and the staff of the Humane Society of the United States say it quite succinctly in Complete Guide to Dog Care: “There seems to be more evidence every day that we humans can help prevent disease and disability by exercising, eating well, and managing the stress in our lives. The same is true for our dogs [and cats, ferrets, and so forth], but in their case, we’re the ones who are in control of their diet, their exercise, and their lifestyle . . . just start thinking about the fact that your focus on prevention can have a big impact on your dog’s health and welfare.”40

As Rachel Carson, author of Silent Spring, wrote in 1962: “Today we find our world filled with cancer-producing agents. An attack on cancer that is concentrated wholly or even largely on therapeutic measures . . . will fail because it leaves untouched the great reservoirs of carcinogenic agents which would continue to claim new victims faster than the as yet elusive ‘cure’ could allay the disease.” She quotes W. C. Hueper, who said that “the goal of curing the victims of cancer is more exciting, more tangible, more glamorous and rewarding than prevention.”41

These attitudes about “curing” still seem to abound even as the numbers of the sick climb. Much progress has been made, of course, with humans and now with domestic animals. But our world has more carcinogens, and many of us spend less time on diet or on exercise as we hurry, hurry, hurry to meet the increasing number of demands on our time. Pet food, for instance, was developed to help the busy house-wife, yet many veterinarians and animal dietitians today believe that a homemade diet is ultimately better for our pets. I will discuss this in great detail later. Both the fight for cures and the attention paid to prevention must continue if we are to save more animals’ lives.

As Carson also wrote, “For those in whom cancer is already a hidden or a visible presence, efforts to find cures must of course continue. But for those not yet touched by the disease and certainly for the generations as yet unborn, prevention is the imperative need.”42

THREE COMPELLING THEORIES ABOUT THE
CAUSES OF CANCER AND OTHER DISEASES

Myrna Milani, D.V.M., is a veterinarian in New Hampshire who, these days, does a lot of work with aggressive dogs and their guardians. “I have a primarily referral bond/behavioral practice, the bulk of which deals with behavioral problems, particularly aggression,” she explains. Milani holds strong opinions, does her research, and has penned several excellent and provocative books about the animal-human bond. Although I have not seen this theory being discussed among other American veterinarians, she told me that vets in other countries have thought of this. She says that only the U.S. is so “obsessed with spaying and neutering,” which to her is at the root of many problems. Here is what she has to say. I am including a rather long quote because she is so eloquent on her subject:

When I looked at pet dogs and cats and asked what the major difference between them and their owners is, the politically incorrect answer was sterilization. Not only does it affect the individual, but also the species. On the individual level, there is a growing body of research on the nonreproductive effects of hormones and there is a whole science, psychoneuroimmunology, that explores the relationship between hormones, the immune response and the brain and central nervous system, all of which are intimately and inextricably connected. When we remove an animal’s primary source of sex hormones, we may render them more susceptible to stress, and less capable of handling it. Attempts to handle it will stress other organs and undermine the immune response that then could predispose the animal to immune-mediated problems, including cancer.

On the species front, if all the responsible owners spay and neuter their pets, who determines the make-up of the canine gene pool? We are increasingly dependent on a canine gene pool coming from the worst sources (relative to the needs of the pet animal owner population) at the same time that we are demanding our pets fulfill ever more complex human emotional needs. Even though the party line has always been that it’s those who don’t care enough who are destroying companion animals, I think you could make a very good case that those who care/love too much create as many problems for them.

Milani points to various studies on related issues: “One study has shown a link between osteosarcoma (bone cancer) and early neutering in rottweilers, so delving into the reason for all these cancers (both dogs and cats are more likely to die of them than humans) may mean taking a hard look at some aspects of pet ownership we’d rather not consider” (i.e., our responsibilities, spaying and neutering, love and what it means).

Milani is somewhat more concerned with dogs’ overall health, because they are more dependent on us as their guardians. “Cats are sufficiently undomesticated that they can escape and make it on their own. Still, they are caught on that thin line between buying into a dependent relationship with us or going it alone and that’s got to be stressful. Given the role of the thyroid in the immune response, it’s interesting that our least domesticated species succumbs to hyperthyroidism whereas our most falls prey to hypothyroidism. My guess is that cats will probably fall victim to hypothyroidism, too, as time goes on.”43

Alfred J. Plechner, D.V.M., has been a successful veterinarian for thirty-six years. He currently practices in West Los Angeles. Throughout the process of seeing more than 50,000 patients over the years, and seeing patterns of recurring illnesses, he came to recognize that “devastating endrocrine-immune imbalances result from an unsuspected deficiency or defect in cortisol, an important adrenal hormonal.”44 He tests for this deficiency and then administers very low dosages of cortisone on a long-term basis. He uses both synthetic cortisone and a natural cortisol preparation and stresses that at low dosages, they are “significant healing agents for many seemingly unrelated diseases,” including allergies, obesity, autoimmune disorders, food hypersensitivity, aggressiveness, and cancer. This treatment also works for “animals unresponsive to conventional treatment,” he writes in his eye-opening book, Pets At Risk (NewSage Press, 2003), written, with Martin Zucker, for both veterinarians and for animal guardians. The team’s first book was Pet Allergies.

Plechner explains that animals with such endocrine-immune imbalances usually recover quickly. “However, you cannot stop the program once you see improvement and recovery. The program I have developed compensates for a physiological deficiency with medication that acts as a hormone replacement.” His treatment includes both the cortisone and a “diet that does not contain offending foods.”45

As do many open-minded veterinarians, Plechner also links adrenal dysfunction to food allergies, environmental causes, and stress. And he believes that the animal guardian is crucial in all healing. “The animal’s guardian and the animal’s doctor must form a congenial partnership. . . . There are things that only a veterinarian can do, and there are things that only a pet owner can do,” he states.46

In my research, I have always found the Australians to be more open-minded and alternative medicine-minded than most Americans. When I found herbalist Robert McDowell, N.D., who lives in Bathurst, Australia, near Dr. Ian Billinghurst (see B.A.R.F. diet in nutrition chapter), I found yet another theory that deserves inclusion. Although McDowell sells herbal treatments, he also treats individual dogs and has several years experience dealing with cancer.

Here is what he believes is at the root of the increase in cancer, at least among dogs: “There seems to be a cruel parallel between the rise in the incidence of Canine Cancers and the same trend in Human Cancers. . . . In the case of domesticated dogs, Cancer is on the rise, developmental disorders are commonplace, life expectancy is shortening and domestic dogs are more fragile and more expensive to maintain nowadays, than ever before.” Why is this happening, we might ask? According to McDowell, the wrong lifestyle, in a nutshell. We are feeding our dogs poorly and not providing adequate exercise. “We are subverting our dog’s environment along with our own, by introducing stress, boredom, snack foods, overeating, poor exercise patterns, artificial lighting and over-medication, to name a few.” McDowell feels that the two primary factors in the increase in cancer rates are “Our canine companions’ ‘modern diet,’ and subverted exercise patterns.”

He recommends Dr. Billinghurst’s B.A.R.F. diet, an acronym for Bones and Raw Food, especially “meat, offal and bones, eggs, millet and linseed, green and root vegetables, wheat germ, cod liver oil, kelp and a small amount of table scraps.” He would also recommend a bit of garlic, some dandelion, comfrey, and “the odd exposure to Rosehips.”47 Finally, overall, he wants us to
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