Pet Foods … What’s the Deal?
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With all the fuss in the news about pet foods and the recall, I don’t really know what to think.  Is it safe to feed commercial pet food or not?

The original recall on March 16 included 42 cat foods and 53 dog foods, all are the “cuts and gravy” style pet foods in cans or pouches, and produced by Menu Foods, Inc.  Since that time there have been a few others, including some dry foods, pulled, not because they have caused problems, but because they have an ingredient in common with the original foods in question.  The involved products are only about one percent of the overall U.S. pet food supply.

It has been speculated that wheat gluten, purchased from overseas to use as an ingredient, may have been contaminated with the rat poison, aminopterin, which is prohibited in this country.  Indeed that contaminant was found in a few of the recalled samples but not in any level that could be toxic.  Then another contaminant, melamine, was isolated, again in small quantities.  Experts are divided as to the significance of this agent.  Again, it is not wheat gluten itself that is bad, but rather a possible contaminant of a specific source.

The number of animals supposedly affected by these foods has been greatly exaggerated by several sources, especially blogs.  The best source we have on incidence is Banfield, The Pet Hospital, with more than 615 veterinary hospitals.  They did a retrospective search in their database and discovered a 30% increase in kidney failure over the usual rate among cats during the time in question.  Interestingly there was no noticeable increase in the rate of kidney disease in dogs.  Only three out of every 10,000 cats and dogs that actually ate the pet food in question developed kidney failure, and most were successfully treated.

Another report by Veterinary Information Network surveyed 1,400 veterinarians and only about one third had seen any cases they suspected could be tied to the recalled foods.  While this may make a sensational story, it is hardly what one would consider an epidemic.

Although one can find unconfirmed reports (mostly internet) of disease and deaths numbering into the thousands, there have been only sixteen confirmed deaths, fifteen cats and one dog.  There have been no confirmed cases in weeks.  

The search for answers is ongoing and we may never know the whole truth.  I have had an abundance of “information” cross my desk in the past few weeks, much of it contradictory.  There has yet to be compelling evidence, much less proof, of any specific cause.  There is even a senate hearing planned for April 12.  It will be interesting to watch this saga play out.

If you believe your pet has recently consumed one of the recalled products, take the product (with label intact) and the pet to your veterinarian to determine if there is an issue.  The clinical signs of kidney failure are vomiting, diarrhea, drinking a lot and urinating a lot.  These are also signs of a lot of other diseases so these animals need to be checked by a veterinarian.

The largest danger in all this is the loss of confidence in our commercial pet foods.  We have seen everything from conspiracy theories to individuals and groups rating foods based on everything except what is important.  It has been a great opportunity for self-proclaimed experts to really confuse the issue.  Our commercial pet foods are still very safe and most are of adequate or excellent quality.  I will continue to feed commercial foods without the slightest concern, as long as they are substantiated by feeding trials, using the American Association of Feed Control Official (AAFCO) procedures. 

