FEEDING SPECIAL NEEDS CANINES

Several factors must be taken into consideration when choosing a pet food.  

Physical activity levels are one of the most important factors to consider.

A dog’s activity level can be placed into one of four categories.

Low: little to no exercise and are at risk for becoming overweight.

Moderate: daily walks and play. A maintenance diet would be a good choice.

Hardworking: herding, search and rescue, agility trials, hunting and guarding are examples of activity that will boost a dog’s energy requirements. A performance diet would be a good choice.

Extreme: there are two sub-categories of extreme exercise, sprint racing (short bursts of intense exercise) and endurance (long periods of running and/or pulling.  These pets may require customized feeding plans.

Basic nutritional elements for canine athletes includes:

Carbohydrates: sprinting dogs require up to 50% of their caloric intake as carbohydrate, endurance diets may contain less carbohydrate than sprinting diets due to a more efficient use of fat as an energy source.  However care must be given to tailor the amount of carbohydrates depending on the activity levels.  Diets higher in carbohydrates may be counter productive in working dogs and may reduce athletic performance.  High carbohydrate levels may lead to a build up of lactic acid causing muscle fatigue and/or damage.

Fat: The longer a canine athlete exercises, the more fat it requires.  Essential fatty acids should make up a minimum of 2 % of the diet DM.

Protein: Amino acids are used to form new muscle and repair damage to muscle and connective tissue.  High quality protein should be fed to aid in these functions.

Environmental factors can also affect a dogs energy requirements.

1) Climate:  extreme temperatures and humidity can increase energy requirements.  For example, dogs living in an arctic environment need a 70 – 80% boost in energy to maintain normal body temp without loosing weight.  Dogs are able to increase their metabolic rate to produce additional body heat through a process called cold-induced thermogenesis.

2) Environment: For physically active dogs, the type of terrain can effect how hard they work and how many calories they need.  

3) Stress: Psychological strain such as the show circuit, training regimens, crowding, travel, intense work, boarding and hospitalization.  Adequate nutrition can aid in how efficiently the dog copes with these stressors.

Feeding Pregnant and Lactating Bitches

The female dog should be in an ideal body condition before breeding. Minimum age for breeding should be 2 years.

Gestation and lactation impose heavy demands on the body and the nutritional requirements of dams near the end of gestation and during lactation are similar to those of newborn puppies.

Canine gestation averages 63 days and the length of time is divided into three 21 day trimesters.  Less than 30% of fetal growth occurs in the first two trimesters.  If the bitch is in an ideal body condition then there is no reason to increase food intake until the 5th or 6th week.  The fetuses grow rapidly during the last 3 – 4 weeks of gestation and the bitch’s body weight should increase 15 – 25% by whelping.  Around week five the bitch should be eating a complete and balanced dog food formulated for reproduction and growth that provides at least 1,600 kcal of ME per pound of food DM.  Gradually increasing the quantity of food during the final wks of gestation (increasing to no more than 25 – 50% from maintenance levels.  Feeding several small meals of a high digestible food is required because as the fetuses grow the dam will not be able to consume large portions of food due to a reduction in abdominal space.

Energy requirements:

Calcium and phosphorus: requirements increase by 60% during the last 35 days of gestation because of the puppies’ rapid skeletal growth. 

Protein: requirements increase 40 – 70% during late gestation.

Energy: requirements increase 25 – 50% during gestation depending on the size of the litter.

During lactation the nutritional needs may be as much as 2 – 4 times the maintenance requirements.  Free choice food and water should be provided to help the dam produce enough milk and avoid drastic weight loss.

Nutritional requirements:

Water: a 60 lb bitch may need to consume as much as 4 – 5 liters of water every day as compared with 1.5 liters during maintenance.

Calcium/phosphorus: during peak lactation 2 – 5 times more calcium will be needed depending on litter size.

Slowly reduce food intake after week four of lactation.

Signs of problems during lactation:

Sudden change in body condition

Abnormal vaginal discharge

Hypersalivation

Seizures

Muscle contractions or weakness

Poor maternal care

Poor weight gain in puppies

Continuous vocalization by puppies

Feeding Senior Dogs.

As a dog ages there is a gradual decline in the functional capacity of the organs making it more difficult for the animal to tolerate nutritional deficiencies and excesses.  The goal of a senior dog nutrition plan is to maintain health and optimal body condition.  Good nutrition can be seen as preventative medicine.

Most senior dogs require less food to maintain a good body condition as the metabolic resting rate slows with aging ( resting metabolic rate is the amount of energy expended when an animal is at rest)

Water: intake should be closely monitored since disease or medication may cause dehydration.

Fat: A slight decrease in fat and calories is beneficial as long as it is still rich in essential fatty acids.  However, for an old dog that is underweight, increasing dietary fat by feeding growth or performance diets may provide the needed extra calories.

Protein: a higher dietary level of protein may compensate for decreased lean muscle mass.  Older dogs may be less efficient at metabolizing protein.  Higher levels of high-quality protein helps to minimize losses in the body preotein reserves and supports tissue repair and immune function. 

