
Pet Nutrition

Carnivore means 

Meat 
Eater...

...Not quite

An in-depth look at our 
dogs nutritional needs.
By Birgit Hilsbos



Carnivore = meat eater? 

Not quite. The statement, the wolf is a 
meat eater, is misleading. In ferocious 
greed the predator devours his prey 

wi th bones , ha i r and organs . 
Depending on season and locality 
that can be worms, insects, fish, mice, 
rabbits, deer, lambs, calves, bison 
and even musk. 

The prey offers: 
- Protein & fat from the meaty body 
parts, body fat and organs 

- Carbohydrates from the intestine’s 

content 

- Omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids 
from the body fat 

- Minerals from the bones, blood, and 
the organs (especially from liver and 
kidneys) 

- Fat soluble vitamins from the organs 

-Water soluble vitamins from the 

intestines and their content 

Amazing though that there are pet 
owners who want to apply the same 
feeding technique to their dog. This 

may be possible in Nunavut, where 
the dogs still work with the hunters, 
or on a rural farm, but for 99% of the 
dog population it is simply not 
possible. 

T w o d e c a d e s a g o , a D r . I a n 
Billinghurst entered the pet food 
scene by invent ing “BARF” – 
Biologically Appropriate Raw Food; 

which means not feeding your dog 
cooked or processed food, or a diet 
based on cooked grains. He says: 
“The food fed must contain the same 
balance and type of ingredients as 

consumed by their wild ancestors.” 
However, he prefers sending the dog 
owner to the local grocery store (or 
his online shop) instead of into the 

bush to go hunting. 

Is the Dog a Carnivor?

Yes. The dog's ancestors are the 
wolves, so the dog is of the Carnivore 
order but a domesticated pet. They 
are still scavengers, and today, a wild 
dog’s diet includes almost any food, 

even pizza, as we learned from the 
German ethologist Guenther Bloch 
(Project Manager of the Bow Valley 
Wolf Behavior Observations) in his 
study “Pizza Hunde – The Tuscany 

Dog Project.”

The average domesticated dog lives 
u n d e r c o m p l e t e l y d i f f e r e n t 
circumstances and environments than 

today’s wild dogs and their ancestors. 
The wolf wanders approximately 50 
km each day, no matter heat or frost, 
to find his prey, often unsuccessful. 
The wolf does not fast, but instead 

eats fruit, berries, true grasses, 
flowering plants, nuts, seeds, roots, 
a n d l e a v e s . W o l v e s a l s o e a t 
excrements from rabbits, sheep, cows 
and horses – herbivores – that offer 

roughage and fibers. 

Our puppies, however, live protected 
in our air-conditioned homes and 
with usually no more than a five 

kilometer walk per day. The dog can 
adapt to different feeding techniques, 
but the dog and the wolf have one 
thing in common: Pure meat feeding 
is not healthy, because it does not 

offer important carbohydrates, 
essential fatty acids, minerals or 
vitamins. Dogs fed this way suffer 
from a dietary error; their diet being 
one-sided will likewise give one-sided 

health. 

Burgers, Pizza’s and Co.

Imagine if you ate fast food each and 

every day … Did you see the movie 
“Supersize Me”? If not, watch it! 
There’s a direct correlation between 
chronic diseases such as cancer, 
kidney failure, and diabetes, and poor 

quality food – for men and dogs. Not 
only research, but also common 
sense tells us that we can’t expect to 
maintain optimal health on a diet that 
consists entirely of fast food – and we 

should not expect our dogs to eat this 
way. 

Unfortunately, most commercial dog 
foods are the equivalent of “junk 

food.” Highly processed, grain-based 
diets. Most of them contain poor 
quality ingredients, by-products, 
nutr ient -poor fi l lers , chemical 
preservatives and rendered low-

quality proteins. This fed to a dog is 
very likely to produce symptoms of 
poor health, disease, smell, and even 
poor behavior over time. 

A Dog’s needs

By definition, a nutrient is any 
e lement or compound that is 
necessary for the dog's metabolism, 

and maintenance. The following 
nutrient groups are needed:
 
Without water there is no life! Thus, 
first and foremost, a dog needs 

water! Water is essential and required 
fo r the body ' s d iges t i ve and 
transportation systems (body fluids 
and their included solutes), and for 
m a n y o t h e r f u n c t i o n s ( e . g . 

metabolism). Plenty of fresh drinking 
water must always be provided! 

Protein is the building, maintaining, 

and repairing material. It is needed 
for body tissues, organs, hair etc. For 
proteins, quality refers to the balance 
of constituent amino acids as one or 
more chains form them. 

Carbohydrates are the dogs fuel. 
Monosaccharide and Polysaccharide 
be long to the carbohydra tes . 
Polysaccharide consists of starch and 

fibre. Monosaccharide and starch 
provide energy and building materials 
for other nutrients, like vitamin C. 
Fibre supports and regulates the 
bowel function, and ensures gut 

health by supporting the gut flora. 

Fat = oil = EFA (essential fatty acid). 
Serves as source of energy, ensures 
the absorption of fat-soluble vitamins, 

provides omega-3 and omega-6 fatty 
acids. 

Carbohydrates, fat, and in small 
amounts, protein, are the sources for 

energy. 



The dog needs macro and micro 
minerals, fat-soluble, and water-
soluble vitamins. As there are a lot of 
interactions between the different 
minerals and vitamins, balanced 

feeding is crucial.

The Good, The Bad, and the Ugly

While investing in good quality food 

may seem costly compared to many 
of the budget foods available at 
grocery stores or large pet food retail 
chains, a wholesome diet can help to 
eliminate many of the unnecessary 

vet bills that are incurred when 
nutrition is poor. 

We compared two canned dog foods, 
one found on a grocery store shelf, 

and another from a pet food store. 

The inexpensive can contains: Water 
(main ingredient!), grains, carrot, 
beans, meat and meat by-products 

(4%), protein extract, vegetable by-
products, oils and fats, minerals. The 
can (390 g) costs $2.20. 

Trouble is, “animal by-products” are 

the leftovers of a slaughtered animal 
after the edible parts have been 
removed. Potentially including feet, 
heads, teeth, feathers, hooves, beaks, 
urine, excrements, and more. Generic 

by-product meals do not identify the 
source of the meat. Also, generic 
meat meals may contain dead zoo 
animals and even euthanized pets 
from animal shelters. However, liver, 

heart, tongue or tripe are good by-
products and can be sold as edible 
meats. A good producer precisely 
i d e n t i fi e s a n d d i s c l o s e s a l l 
ingredients. 

D a i l y f e e d i n g g u i d e f o r t h e 
inexpensive food: 4 cans daily per 30 
kg of dog. Now let’s do the math 
together: 

4 cans x $2.20 = $8.80 per day. For 
$8.80 you get 64 g of undefined 
slaughterhouse waste and more than 
1.5 kg of nutrient-poor filling. That is 

really cheap! 

The pet food store can contains: 
Organic chicken meat (50%), organic 
brown rice (40%), organic carrots, 

organic flaxseed oil (0.5%). This can 
costs $4.95. 

Now it gets exciting: The producer of 
the organic dog food advises to feed 
1.5 cans daily per 30 kg of dog. 

1.5 cans x 4.95 = $7.43 per day. For 

$7.43 you get 300 g organic chicken 
meat, 240 g organic brown rice, 57 g 
organic carrots and 3 g organic 
flaxseed oil. This is what I would call a 
good value. 

Addi t ional ly , you support the 
environment, because you won’t 
c o n s u m e s o m a n y c a n s . T h e 
advantages of certified organic 
products are also well known: No 

hormones, no antibiotics, grass fed, 
etc. 

How to serve a healthy meal made of 
commercial pet food?

Just think about the dog’s unique 
needs, including factors like age, size, 
life stage, activity level, breed and 
health history. There are many pet 

food products being introduced to the 
market each year, even ones designed 
for specific breeds. I once discussed 
this with Dr. Ádám Miklósi, the head 
of the Department of Ethology at the 

Eötvös Loránd University, Budapest, 
Hungary. We concurred that this is 
not really a smart idea, as the breeds, 
fed with only this food will develop an 
incompatibility against all other sorts 

of food over the time. 

First, you have to provide protein. Go 
for a can that offers only one protein 
source, with at least 95% of it, and 

openly declared, e.g. chicken liver, or 
beef tripe, or turkey meat. There is 
also the option of frozen meat at the 

small pet food stores and you can 
even get organic meat for dogs at the 
Farmer’s Market. I recommend: By 
Nature, Wellness, Tripett. 

Then you add carbohydra tes , 
minerals & vitamins. I recommend: 
Dr. Harvey’s Canine Health-The 
Miracle Dog Food. If you have a 
sound objection against grains, go for 

Dr. Harvey’s Veg-To-Bowl Fine 
Ground or The Honest Kitchen 
Preference.

Add a spoon of Flaxseed oil and 

Safflower oil and you are good to go. 

If you don’t want to mix at all you 
may choose between five different 
complete foods by The Honest 

Kitchen, and three different complete 
foods by NRG.

I personally don’t know Smack, 
CaniSource, or Amore, but they are 

for sure worth trying, at least 

because they are Canadian brands. 

How do you know that your dog is 

getting what he needs?

Feces 

1. The frequency of defecating should       
be one to two times per day (a 
common problem when feeding 
cheap food).
2. The feces should be well formed. It 

should not be slushy, but not too firm.

3. The preferred color should be a 

dark brown, and it should not smell. 

Body 

1. The dog does not show any 
deforming of the skeleton (a common 
problem when feeding BARF). 

2. The dog neither has flatulencies nor 
must the dog vomit on a regular 

basis. 

3. The dog has a waistline and strong 
muscles. Also you can feel, but you 
cannot see the ribs and pelvis (dogs 
being fed BARF are often too thin, 
dogs being fed cheap food are often 

obese). 

4. The dog does not smell, has shiny 

hair and no scurf or abnormal hair 
loss.

5. The dog has white teeth and no bad 
breath. 

6. The dog has no ear infections. 



Behavior 

1. The dog shows attention and 
interest in all activities. 

2. The dog has stamina. 

Malnutrition can be the cause for loss 
of appetite, and exhaustion and can 
even lead to aggression or anxiety.

Myths about Dog Food

Garlic – the putatively miracle cure 

Once and for all: Garlic does n o t 

help to eliminate worms, neither does 
garlic prevent ticks or fleas. However, 
garlic has benefits, but garlic can also 
harm dogs. The Veterinary University 
of Zurich advises not to exceed 4 g of 

fresh garlic per day for a medium 
sized dog. 

Combo of Carrot, Coconut oil and Garlic 

– the putatively deworming cure 

Wrong again. Carrots are rich in 
vitamins and minerals, they make an 
excellent supplement for the cereal 
feed and are a good eye tonic. They 

are best when fed mashed or very 
finally grated. Shredded coconut 
provides fibre which passes out of the 
body and takes with it worms’ eggs. 

The dog needs a fasting day per week, 

because the wolf does not find prey 

every day, either. 
Just use common sense: If a wolf 

does not find prey, but passes an 
apple tree, do you really think he does 
not eat the apples? Additionally, you 

wil l support the possibil i ty of 
aggression if you have more than one 
dog and let them fast. 

Nature never taught the wolf to cook or 

to use a can-opener 
Well guess what – wolves also don’t 
have a freezer. 
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