FELINE FEEDING REQUIREMENTS

Cats should not be fed as if they are small dogs.  Unlike dogs and larger wild cats, domestic cats are nibblers.  Domestic cats eat 12 – 20 meals every 24 hours at random intervals.  Cats are considered finicky eaters because their feeding habits are misunderstood.  

Cats are more sensitive than other species to taste and texture.  

A cat’s habit of nibbling on food may be misinterpreted as rejection.  Providing the same food and developing a daily routine can prevent a cat from becoming finicky.

Three main factors help determine a cats nutritional requirements, stage of life, how active is the cat, is the cat maintaining an ideal body condition.

Cats have a unique nutrient requirements.

Amino acids:  taurine: cats can not synthesize enough taurine, which is found in animal tissue.  Adequate levels of taurine are required for normal cardiovascular, visual, and reproductive function.

Arginine: cats require more arginine than other species

Vitamins:  Vitamin A, cats can not sythesize vitamin A from its plant precursor carotene, they must obtain preformed vitamin A which is only found in animal tissue.

Vitamin B: cats need more thiamin and niacin (two of the B vitamins)

Protein: cats require animal derived proteins and do not thrive on vegetarian diets.  Cats require more protein than dogs.  Amino acids in the diet are used to sythesize tissue protein and manufacture enzymes.

Arachidonic Acid: cats can not sythesize arachidonic acid which is only found in animal tissues.

Free choice feeding is recommended for cats unless they are overweight.

Kittens are less than one year of age. 

 A young adult is between the ages of 1 – 7

 A mature adult 7 – 11 years  

Senior after 11 years

Nursing kitten nutrition: 

Typically a cats size increases by 2,000% in the first five months of life

When kittens are 7 - 9 weeks they are ready to start solid food. Kittens should be fed kitten food until they reach at least 10 months.

Nutritional requirements for kittens:

Energy: kittens requirement two times more energy than adult cats.

Overeating is rarely a problem and young cats should have free access to food.

The importance of good nutrition is heightened during gestation and lactation.  The queen should be in ideal body condition.  Fetal growth during gestation and milk production during lactation substantially increase a queen’s energy and nutrient requirements.  Feline gestation averages 63 to 65 days.  At parturition queens lose only 40% of the weight gained during pregnancy.  The remaining 60% of the added weight is stored as maternal body fat that will be used as an energy resource during lactation.  By the time the kittens are born the queen should be taking in 25 to 50 % more calories than the normal maintenance diet.  Hormonal and behavioral changes that occur during pregnancy can cause overeating but also may result in periods of anorexia.  Many queens undergo a short period of appetite loss during the third week of gestation.  Food refusal during the ninth week of gestation is a good indication parturition will occur with in 24 to 48 hours.

During lactation the demand for milk by nursing kittens will increase for 20 – 30 days after birth.  Consequently, a queen’s food and water requirements increase, peaking when the kittens are 3 – 4 weeks old.

Nutritional requirements during gestation and lactation:

Minerals: the diet should contain more calcium and phosphorus than an adult maintenance diet.  Magnesium is the only other mineral that is increased in reproduction diets.

Vitmins A nad D levels are elevated in growth and reproduction diets.

Feeding older cats.

Cats live an average of 14 years.  It is difficult to determine when a cat should be considered a senior.  Many cats, especially indoor cats, live well into heir middle or late teens with minimal age related illness.  Around the age of 7 cats may become less active and are more at risk for excess weight gain.  Around the age of 11, the sense of smell and taste diminishes and their ability to absorb key nutrients may decline.  These changes can result in less interest in food, weight loss and muscle loss.  Each cat should be assessed on an individual basis for signs of aging such as:

Decline in coat condition

Decreased activity level

Decreased acuity of hearing or eyesight

Onset of arthritis

Weight loss

Older cats are predisposed to dehydration because aging can impair thirst sensitivity and impaired renal function can increase water loss.  Providing multiple dishes of water at various locartions may encourage an elderly cat to drink more water.

The ability to utilize dietary fat may be compromised so reduced fat diets are not recommended for older cats unless they are prone to obesity.

Lifestyle feeding

In contrast to dogs, cats do not participate in rigorous activities such as sled pulling or jogging.  It is not surprising that the nutritional needs of individual cats based on lifestyle do not vary as much as the needs of dogs with differing lifestyles.

Several lifestyle factors affect the nutritional needs of felines.

Activity level

Environment

Stress

Breed

Monitoring a cat’s body condition over time is the best way to ensure it is eating the appropriate amount.

Activity level: Some cats are calm and sedentary, others are high strung and active.  Outdoor cats get more regular exercise but some indoor cats are just as active as their outdoor counterparts. Most cats fall between the extremes of couch potato and live wire

Environment: Cats can usually compensate for minor changes in ambient temperature, but exposure to very cold or very hot temperature affects their water and energy requirements.

Heat: After an initial decrease in appetite, a cat living in a hot humid environment will require more calories.  Cats pant and increase grooming (which moistens their coats with saliva) to enhance evaporative cooling.  Careful monitoring of water and food intake is necessary to ensure that cats living in hot environments maintain ideal body condition and do not suffer from heat stress.

Cold: Prolonged exposure to cold temperature can increase a cat’s energy requirements.

Stress: A cat is considered a solitary animal, sharing a home with other cats or dogs can be stressful.  In a multi pet household a cat may not be getting enough to eat or may be eating more than their fair share.  Providing separate feeding stations for individual cats can reduce tension between dominant cats and more timid ones and make it easier to monitor food and water intake.

The stress of travel, kenneling, and hospitalization also can negatively affect appetite.  A cat should be fed its usual diet when it is away from home.

Breed: Although breed variations are much less pronounced in cats than in dogs, some breeds (Abyssinian, Javanese) may have higher energy requirements than breeds than are characteristically more sedate.  Monitoring body condition regardless of breed will help ensure it receives the appropriate amount of food.

Special feeding

Hairballs:

At one time or another most cats will experience hairballs.  Cats swallow small amounts of hair every time they groom.  Most of the ingested hair passes through a cat’s system with no problem, it occasionally accumulates in the stomach to form a hairball that is too big to pass through the GI tract.  A vomiting reflex is triggered and the stomach expels the hairball.

Signs of a hairball:

Gagging

Deep, dry coughing with muted sounds coming from the nose and throat

Occasional vomiting

Weight loss

Loss of appetite

Constipation

Regurgitation of food after eating

Controlling hairballs:

1. Perform regular brushing to reduce the amount of hair ingested during grooming.

2. Provide the cat with fresh drinking water at all times to help digest food, eliminate waste and lubricate tissues.

3. If a cat has persistent hairballs, feed a diet formulated to control hairball formation.  Higher fiber will help move the hair through the digestive tract, soy lecithin emulsifier will help minimize the combing of fats with undigested hair. 

Indoor living: Restricting a cat from outdoor exposure can be the best way to keep a feline family member safe.  An indoor cat can become less active and prone to weight gain.  An indoor cat also spends more time grooming which can lead to health concerns.  

Obesity:

Some cats develop weight problems because they are predisposed to obesity or have hormonal disorders others may exceed ideal body condition because they are inactive or eat too much food.  Obesity is the most common nutritional disorder among cats.  There are only two ways to help a cat lose weight, reduce caloric intake, encourage more exercise.

Urinary tract health:

Feline Lower Urinary Tract Disease (FLUTD) is frequently seen in cats.  This is a serious problem, especially in males.  Unfortunately many cat owners do not realize their pet has FLUTD until the signs are severe.  The term FLUTD is commonly used to descibe a group of diseases of the feline ureters, urinary bladder and/or urethra.  They are often grouped together because they share similar clinical signs including

Hematuria: bloody urine

Dysuria: difficult urination

Stranguria: slow or painful urination

Pollakiuria: abnormally frequent urination

Inappropriate urination (periuria)

Partial or complete urethral blockage

The most common types of FLUTD are 

Idiopathic cystitis

Urethral obstruction

Urolithiasis: fomation of calculi (stones) in the bladder

Idiopathic cystitis:

The most common diagnosis in cats with FLUTD.  It is a painful, chronic, noninfectious inflammatory bladder condition that can not be attributed to a specific underlying cause.  It typically affects cats 2 – 7 years of age.  Dysuria and hematuria are the most common signs and clinical signs resolve in 4 – 7 days regardless of treatment.  Signs may reur unpredictably.  Stress appears to worsen clinical signs.

Urolithiasis:

Urinary stones can for in the urinary tract and cause signs of FLUTD.  These stones consist of minerals plus a protein matrix.  The most common types seen are struvite (magnesium ammonium phosphate) and calcium oxilate.  The bladder is the most common location although they may be present anywhere in the urinary tract.  Struvites stones are normally round to oval and have smooth edges. Females are more likely to develop struvite stones formed in basic urine pH.  Calcium oxilate can also be found in the kidneys are hard with sharp, jagged edges formed in acidic urine pH.  Males are more likely to develop calcium oxilate.

Urethral obstruction:

Urethral plugs are the most common cause of urethral obstruction in males.  Uroliths and plugs are not the same.  Urethral plugs are unorganized masses of mucus like protein containing varying amounts of minerals and cell debris.  

Predisposing factors:

Indoor cats have a higher risk for FLUTD

Age: cats 2 – 7 have increased risk for urethral plugs

4 years plus are at risk for urolithiasis and feline idiopathic cystitis.

4 – 7 years have highest risk for developing struvite uroliths.

7 – 10 years have highest risk for calcium oxilate.

Bladder stones must be removed surgically. 

Dietary considerations include: increase water intake to help increase urine volume which dilutes urine concentrations.  Feeding a diet that promotes appropriate urine pH

Note** Crystalluria is a normal finding in healthy cats.  By themselves urinary crystals do not cause disease or lead to stone formation

