Au Naturel: That Means it’s Better – Right?

By Dr. Jerry White, DVM

Have you noticed the recent trend in health care towards “the natural approach”? In both human and veterinary medicine, traditional pharmaceuticals are frequently abandoned today for natural substances known as nutriceuticals, probiotics, and the more traditional herbal preparations.  The concept of improving our health through the exclusive consumption of “natural” foods our body has evolved on over thousands of years is not new, but has enjoyed a resurgence of attention in the U.S. recently.  Human nutritionists tell us we should eat more fiber, more raw fruits and vegetables, and less processed foods.  Through the logical extension of health care from themselves to their companions, pet owners are asking the veterinary profession today about the application of this nutritional concept for cats and dogs.  This article is written for those companion animal owners who are currently involved in feeding raw diets to their pets and for those folks who are contemplating the idea. 
                       Cats and, slightly less so, dogs have evolved on a predominantly carnivorous diet.  Consequently the “au naturel” foods for these animals include a significant amount of raw fish, red meat, poultry and eggs. Aside from the expense, proper storage, knowledge required, and time involved in raw diet preparation, pet owners should consider the health concepts of, 1) nutritional integrity and,  2) food safety, before putting these foods in their pet’s bowl.
             Through decades of research, a mind boggling amount of nutritional requirement information for dogs and cats has been acquired by the veterinary profession and the major commercial pet food companies.  It is unfortunate that very few scientifically controlled studies have been performed to compare the nutritional consequences of feeding raw versus commercially prepared cooked diets to dogs and cats.  In those studies that have been conducted, all of the home-made and commercially-prepared raw food diets were found to be deficient in critical nutrients when compared to the nutritional requirements established by the Association of American Feed Control Officials (AAFCO).  Since these diets were produced by individuals and commercial firms knowledgeable in pet nutrition, this finding underscores the difficulty the average pet owner would have formulating a healthy diet for their companion. 
             Although a nutritional advantage for raw diets has not been documented, a significant disadvantage in food safety has been documented repeatedly.  This lack of safety is significant for the pet that is consuming the raw diet, as well as, the humans living with this pet.  At this juncture I would like to dispel two myths: 1) the digestive tract of dogs and cats, which is only slightly different from that of humans, does not protect them from food poisoning microorganisms or the toxins they produce, and 2) raw foods produced in the U.S., even meat prepared under USDA inspection, are not always pathogen free.  Raw meat can become contaminated during processing, packaging, and shipping.  This meat will remain contaminated on the grocery store shelf, even if properly refrigerated.  Salmonella is a documented contaminant of approximately 30% of the poultry sold for human consumption and is also a potential contaminant of raw eggs within the shell. Yersinia enterocolitica and Escherichia coli 0157:H7 have also been found as common contaminants of raw meat diets.  This latter organism (E. coli), in raw spinach, caused our latest U.S. food poisoning outbreak.  In a recent assay of 21 raw meat diets commercially prepared for pet consumption, 100% were contaminated with E. coli and approximately 50% were contaminated with Salmonella. Several well controlled studies have recently documented that pets fed contaminated raw meat diets shed pathogenic bacteria in their feces spreading these organisms to their surrounding environment.  Therefore, feeding infected raw diets creates a health risk for both the pet and their cohabitating family members.  Due to this public health risk, the FDA has now established a set of guidelines for companies selling raw meat diets to pet owners. This public health concern should be extended to households with young children, owners involved with cleaning the litter box and back yard, as well as, people who have an immunosuppressive disease or are on immunosuppressive medications.
             Common sense says we should be able to feed the same natural foods to our pets that we can safely consume ourselves. So, with that in mind, here are a few suggestions for those owners who want to dabble in this area.  To minimize the occurrence of nutritional deficits, feed at least 60% of the diet as a cooked, balanced, high quality commercial diet.  There are several new diets being marketed today which qualify as “high quality” and are artificial preservative free.  Wash all raw foods thoroughly during preparation.  If hard raw vegetables, such as carrots, are used, dice them small enough to prevent choking. Do not use ground raw meat preparations (regardless of whether they are prepared for human or pet use) without thoroughly cooking them.  If raw meat cuts are used, at least sear all surfaces before feeding.  Take the time to research what combination of food sources might be healthy for your pet.  Sources for this information can be found on the internet and in bookstores. And lastly, especially in the area of nutrition, not everyone who disseminates information is an expert, and even experts can be wrong
