Obesity - Is your animal part of the 40%?
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Pet obesity – the subject many veterinarians find difficult to discuss with their clients, and the subject many clients would prefer their veterinarian not address.  It is one of those situations where an unpleasant subject is avoided to keep the people involved comfortable, while the pet’s health follows a spiraling downward path. As responsible pet owners who truly love and respect our companions, it’s important to tackle this tough emotional and physical problem by understanding its causes and accomplishing it’s prevention through good health care routines.

 It is interesting that obesity is predominantly a problem among American people and their pets.  We live in a nation of abundance and don’t see over indulgence as a problem, especially when we have an excellent health system ready to step in and fix us when we self destruct.  The number of American pets that are obese has risen in the last 15 years to an astounding 40% (2 out of every 5)   Well, so what.  That means they are well fed, happy, and healthy right?  No not really.  They are actually too well fed, miserable from nagging health problems, and scheduled to die at a much earlier age then they should.
Dogs, cats, rabbits, ferrets, and birds all suffer from a broad variety of diseases associated with obesity. When the body becomes over loaded with fat the intricate balance between carbohydrate and protein metabolism becomes disrupted. This imbalance leads to a multitude of cascading metabolic disturbances over time. Some of the resulting conditions, such as arthritis, dermatitis, and asthma are chronic debilitating disorders which lower a pet’s quality of life and create unnecessary medical expense for owners.  Other disorders, such as diabetes, heart failure, hypertension, and hepatic lipidosis can be lethal, leading to a significantly shortened life span.  Twenty years ago veterinary students were taught that dogs suffer from much less heart disease then people.  One of the largest American pet insurance firms has recently reported a nearly 50%  rise in heart-related claims since 2002. It is no wonder that veterinary journals have recently been packed with articles urging veterinarians to educate their clients about the detrimental effects of excessive weight gain in their companion animals.

WHY DOES OBESITY OCCUR

A definition of obesity in people as offered by the American Obesity Association states:  
“Obesity is a complex, multi-factorial chronic disease involving environmental (social and cultural), genetic, physiological, metabolic, behavior, and psychological components”.  
Guess what?  That definition fits for pets also.  It is not just a matter of too many calories and not enough exercise.  Obesity in pets is also the outcome of a complex emotional relationship between humans and their animal companions.  No one over feeds their pet to intentionally make them ill.  We over feed because  feeding is an act on our part that our pets show appreciation for, and when they do take treats or eat well for us, we feel that they like us.  In other words, we get positive reinforcement from our pets when they look forward to the food we are supplying.  Have you ever noticed how you give your dog a treat with the expectation they are going to wag their tail to say “Thank You”.  It makes you feel good when they do.  Reward is a good thing, but it doesn’t always have to be accompanied by calories.
In addition to the calories-equals-love confusion, many physiologic and genetic variables lead to progressive weight gain and eventually obesity.  For social and health reasons, we typically spay or neuter our pets causing a significant decline in their metabolic rate.  Lowering the metabolic rate actually makes them more calorie efficient at a very early age.  It takes fewer calories for them to maintain their body weight then it did before they were spayed or neutered.  If we continue to feed them at pre-surgical levels these pets are going to gain excessive weight.  Metabolic rate continues to naturally decline with the aging process.  Obesity is most common in dogs between the ages of six and twelve.  Just as with humans, age brings about a decline in activity, a decline in metabolic rate, and a decline in calories required to maintain body weight.  Therefore, with the aging process, it is important to modify the diet while making every effort to remain active.  American pets are not very active for a variety of reasons.  They do not have to work for their food and they are companions to a fairly sedentary animal.  Most of our pets lie around the house or yard most of the day and then lie around with us watching television after we come home from work.  No activity means little calorie usage and calories that are not burned for energy are going to be stored as fat.  The storage of that fat seems to have a built in memory pattern in the mammalian body.  It has been well documented that once excessive weight is gained and then lost, it becomes physiologically easier to regain that lost weight.  So yo-yoing our pet’s calorie intake actually potentiates the development of obesity.   Some dogs, such as Greyhounds and Irish Setters, seem to be genetically programmed to resist weight gain, while others like Labs and Cockers can put on fat by watching the dessert advertisements on TV.  So when caring for a pet it’s important to understand their genetic predispositions and feed them accordingly.  Hormonal imbalances, such as hyperthyroidism and Cushing’s Syndrome are more common in certain breeds and can play a major role in the development of obesity. This is one of the reasons why it is always a good idea to get your veterinarian involved when you face the challenge of obesity in your pet.
PREVENTION AND CONTROL


As in most cases, knowledge is the key to the prevention of the problem of excessive weight gain.  Recently, one of my clients responded, “Well, Dr. White, I just don’t understand how this could have happened”, when I explained to her that Muffin’s health was starting to fail because of an excessive weight gain.  As indicated in the definition, obesity is a chronic disease.  It starts with a little weight gain but chronically progresses to excessive proportions.  Many veterinarians have started to place “body score” charts in their practices to help owners visually recognize the beginning of the problem. It is much easier to correct excessive weight gain in the early stages, but it is impossible to correct if it is never recognized.  Each yearly exam with your veterinarian should involve a discussion about your pet’s nutritional needs relative to their age and advice from the doctor to help you accomplish your goals. It is your veterinarian’s duty to maintain a pro-active attitude by helping you recognize unhealthy trends in your companion.   If you don’t feel you are getting enough information there, go to the internet.  It is loaded with various pet weight loss programs offered by a variety of professional sources.  
 

It’s easy to say that weight control is simply a matter of balancing the calories taken in with the calories expended through body maintenance and activity.  

However, such a simple statement camouflages the challenges involved in preventing and treating obesity.  A new medication called Slentrol has become available for use under veterinary direction.  This drug may be of value in cases where prevention has failed and treatment of obesity is extremely difficult.

Over the years we have compiled a long list of helpful tips to control excessive weight gain.  I hope you will take a minute to read through them looking for ideas to help keep your companion healthy and happy.  When these tips are incorporated in a prevention/treatment plan for obesity, four salient points come to light:
1) Use your veterinarian is a source for valuable knowledge and advice during each yearly physical exam,
2) Select the right food for your pet and measure it accurately on a daily basis,
3) Reward your pet with play and a routine activity, not calorie ladened treats, and
4)  Get the whole family committed to the program, not just the primary care giver.
Adapted from Veterinary Forum, January 2007








