
Below are some possible concerns or questions you might hear from clients. I consulted with Joe 

Bartges, DVM, PhD, DACVIM, DACVN, and together we formulated some possible responses as a 

jumping off point. 

“Have you seen the documentary on Netflix called Pet Fooled? What do you think?” 

I understand how after watching this documentary you would be concerned about the food you feed 

Fido. I'd be concerned too. While there is some excellent storytelling, there's also a lot of 

misinformation designed to alarm you. Here's what I know. 

First, although this movie says dogs are wolves and eat the same things, this is not true. In order to 

live with humans, dogs diverged from wolves tens of thousands of years ago. Dogs have different 

digestion genetics than wolves. A study published by Nature in 2013 indicated that a crucial step in 

the early domestication of dogs was adaptations that allowed modern dogs’ early ancestors to thrive 

on a diet rich in starch, relative to wolves’ carnivorous diet. Dogs excrete an enzyme from their 

pancreas called amylase that allows for digestion of starch (or carbs) in the gut. In dogs, the gene 

responsible for amylase secretion is 28 times more active than in wolves. 

[Here’s the reference to that study, for your reference: Axelsson E, Ratnakumar A, Arendt ML, et al. 

The genomic signature of dog domestication reveals adaptation to a starch-rich 

diet. Nature 2013;495:360-364.] 

 

Dogs diverged from wolves tens of thousands of years ago from an appearance standpoint.  Their 

teeth are still designed to rip and tear meat, their jaws still do not hinge to grind, their digestive tracts 

are short and ill equipped to process complex carbohydrates, and their stomachs remain acidic to 

help them process raw meat. 

 

Amylase is in fact used to digest starch as the article says.  The article is telling you it's secreted by 

the pancreas, the issue is that starches take a long time to digest.  Having the first contact of a 

starch be in the pancreas will not be ample time for digestion (a huge reason dogs don't do well with 

starches).  Humans actually secrete amylase in their saliva which starts the digestion process of 

starches immediately. 

 

Why are we trying to convert dogs from what is historically a biologically appropriate diet anyway?  

Could it be that pet food manufacturers want to find ingredients that are less costly than meat so 

they are influencing what we believe to be an appropriate diet for a dog?   Dogs today have 

numerous chronic issues that never used to exist including obesity, major skin/coat problems, 

diabetes, etc. 

 

“The documentary said corn and wheat cause allergies and disease. What do you think?”  

 

Corn and wheat can be associated with allergies, but there are a couple of things to know in general. 

First, food "allergies" are actually quite rare. An allergy implies an immune reaction to the food or 



more specifically a component of the diet. Most of the ingredients that have been shown to cause an 

actual allergic reaction are proteins such as beef and chicken—corn and soy do appear on these 

lists but are more rare. When we suspect food allergies, we switch the protein source in the diet, not 

the carb source. 

Pinpointing exact causes of allergies in dog foods is difficult.  There are conflicting reports about how 

allergenic corn is for dogs although there are numerous cases of animals allergies clearing up when 

switching off of foods with corn as a main ingredient.  Beyond just causing allergies, corn and wheat 

are not a biologically appropriate ingredient for a dog or cat.  Especially as a main component to 

their diet. There is also a very real concern about external contaminants getting into corn and wheat 

prior to being added into dog foods and causing issues with pets.   

Corn is typically refined before it is added to pet food and in that state it is not easily digestible and it 

doesn’t have a high protein usability value.  It may bump up protein numbers in a food but it is not 

very usable for pets.  It also has a fairly high glycemic index which can raise blood sugar levels. 

 

 “The movie showed that they put roadkill, euthanized animals and diseased animals in my 

pet's food! Is that TRUE?” 

 

That is false. It is not legal for a pet food company to do so. 

In a 2004 a report was made to Congress titled Animal Rendering: Economics and Policy the 

following excerpts dispute what he is stating… 

Elsewhere, independent renderers collect and process about half of all livestock and poultry 

that die from diseases or accidents before reaching slaughter plants (Sparks 2002). U.S. farm 

animal mortalities in 2000 included approximately 4.1 million cattle and calves (totaling 1.9 billion 

pounds); 18 million hogs (1 billion pounds); 833,000 sheep, lambs, and goats (64 million pounds); 

and 82 million chickens and turkeys (347 million pounds), according to Sparks, which examined 

USDA data. 

Integrated plants operate in conjunction with animal slaughter and meat processing plants and 

handle 65%-70% of all rendered material. The estimated 95 U.S. and Canadian facilities (NRA) 

render most edible animal byproducts (i.e., fatty animal tissue), mainly into edible fats (tallow and 

lard) for human consumption. Edible rendering is subject to the inspection and safety 

standards of USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS) or its state 

counterparts, which by law already are present in the meat slaughter and processing plants. These 

plants also render inedible byproducts (including slaughter floor waste) into fats and proteins 

for animal feeds and for other ingredients. Because a meat plant typically processes only one 

animal species (such as cattle, hogs, or poultry), its associated rendering operations likewise handle 



only the byproducts of that species. The inedible and edible rendering processes are 

segregated. 

“The movie says that feeding dry kibble to a cat can cause kidney disease. Am I killing my cat 

with her food?” 

 

No, you are not killing your cat. Dry food does not cause kidney disease in cats just as crackers do 

not cause kidney disease in people. Protein also does not cause kidney disease. Kidney disease in 

cats—and dogs and people—may be caused by many things and it’s likely a combination of these 

insults occurring over time. 

My personal opinion: It’s a good idea to feed your cat a combination of dry and canned food to 

provide extra moisture from the diet and prevent strong diet preferences. 

Do humans eat crackers for every meal?  How can one even make that association?  We are talking 

about something a cat would be eating at every meal every day.  Not to mention a human is well 

equipped to drink significantly more liquid than a cat.   

Our domesticated cats are descendants of the desert cat and do not normally have a high thirst 

drive.  Their tongue is not even really equipped to efficiently drink water.  By nature, cats would get 

approximately 70-80% of their moisture from their food.  Eating diets high in dry foods is very taxing 

on cats’ kidneys and damage their overall renal health. 

“The documentary said that dogs’ stomachs are more acidic and can neutralize bacteria. Is 

that true?” 

 

It’s true—stomach acid in dogs has a higher acid output than humans. This does not mean that a 

dog can’t contract Escherichia coli or Salmonella poisoning, or that they don't shed it in their feces, 

putting humans at risk. Many dogs will not get sick at all from Salmonella, but they will carry the 

disease, which is also a human health risk. In November 2013, the FDA issued a warning about 

feeding raw-food diets to companion animals, cautioning that owners had a higher risk of getting 

infected with Salmonella and another common foodborne bacteria, Listeria monocytogenes. In 

addition, it’s not the bacteria that makes a pet sick, it’s the toxins released by the bacteria. The latest 

research continues to show there's no nutritional benefit to feeding raw meat or eggs, and even 

USDA Grade A eggs are contaminated with Salmonella. 

 

From Dr. Becker’s article on the raw food diet (part 2)…”It’s important to note  that salmonella can be 

found in up to 36 percent of all healthy dogs and 18 percent of healthy cats regardless of the food 

they consume. Many pets harbor these bacteria as a part of their normal GI flora and naturally shed 

salmonella organisms in feces and saliva regardless of what food they eat.  

 



All non-typhoid salmonella species are ubiquitously present in the environment and reside in the GI 

tracts of many animals, including pets. The fact is the majority of human salmonellosis cases are 

acquired through ingestion or handling of contaminated dry pet foods and treats – not raw meat. In 

fact, as I mentioned, there’s no known incidence of human beings being infected with salmonella by 

raw-fed cats and dogs.” 

 

This is very simple, handle raw pet foods just like you would handle raw meat from the grocery store 

and use caution when handling your pet’s feces. 

 

“What do you think about cooking the meat and serving it rare to make it safer?”  

 

If your client insists on cooking, it is a good option to offer them. Except for ground meat, all the 

bacteria is on the surface, so searing the outside will reduce bacterial exposure. 

Cooking real food is still significantly better than kibble.  But it is unnecessary.  Healthy dogs and 

cats are well-equipped to safely process raw meat. 

“In the movie, they say that BHA is a toxic preservative!”  

 

BHA is a synthetic antioxidant that has been shown to be safe, but many pet food companies have 

stopped using synthetic antioxidants and have gone to using more natural antioxidants such as 

vitamin C and E. 

BHA is a known carcinogen.  Why use it?  According to the National Institute of Health, BHA in the 

diet has been found to consistently produce certain types of tumors in laboratory animals. 

 

“The movie said that chicken byproduct meal is totally rendered and inappropriate nutrition 

for dogs and cats. What do you think?” 

 

This is not true. Byproduct meal is actually very nutritious and a good protein source. People even 

eat byproducts, such as kidney pie, hot dogs, brats and haggas. 

So you are saying that hot dogs are very nutritious?   

 

“What about carcinogens in the food? The movie said that the way the pet food is made 

creates two carcinogens—heterocyclic amines and acrylamides. What about the potential of 

creating those toxins?” 

 

“Potential” is the operative and important word here. They can be produced and they may be 

associated with issues, but whether they are or are not is unknown at this time, other than 

experimentally in rodent models. Sadly, the same accusation is true of human food as well. Do you 

know what temperature a fast food restaurant cooks their hamburgers? How about precooked foods 



that are frozen that you get out of the frozen foods section? There is ongoing research in this area in 

dogs and cats, so perhaps we will know more at some point. 

Did they say “potentially” in the movie or did you guys add that in?  You give no indication that this is 

not happening.  This is not an answer.  You say that it is an issue experimentally with rodents, what 

more do we need? 

 

“Yeah, I think I am going to look into feeding raw.”  

 

OK. Bear with me as I have a soapbox moment (this usually gets the client to laugh and breaks the 

ice). It’s my job as a sentinel of human health to let you know there are inherent risks to your health 

and your pet’s health with feeding raw meat and to give you all the information I can so that you can 

make the best, most informed decisions for your pet. Is that cool? 

"Yeah, that's cool." 

 

It important for you to know that meat from healthy animals is contaminated with microorganisms in 

between slaughter and the display case where you purchase it. This is very different than carnivores 

consuming fresh kills in the wild. 

The two most important things for you to consider are infectious disease safety and feeding a diet 

that is complete and balanced. Here is the CDC website with the top recommendations for pet 

owners feeding raw diets (psst, bookmark that site, or print out copies to have on hand). It's always 

best to have a recipe from a board-certified veterinary nutritionist. 

 

Most of the commercial raw pet food companies go to great lengths to ensure their products do not 

contain any harmful bacteria.  High pressure pasteurization processes and flash freezing processes 

destroy harmful pathogens while preserving nutritional integrity.  Raw food companies use rigorous 

testing methods to ensure that their products are safe and pathogen-free.     

 

"So what do you recommend?" 

 

As far as recipe recommendations, Dr. Bartges says, “I have formulated raw food diets for dogs and 

cats but when doing so it is best to individualize the diet—whether raw or cooked homemade—to the 

pet and pet parent. So I don't have a stock ‘generic’ raw food diet that I give out. There are many 

websites but the diets are not formulated by a veterinary nutritionist on these sites—thus, buyer 

beware." 

If you want the health benefits of a raw diet for your pet, then there are going to be some risks that 

you are going to have, both for the humans and the fur kids in the family. I encourage you to do your 

research before settling on a diet for your pet, and please contact me with any questions. You and I 

are a healthcare team for your pet, and I want to help. 

https://www.cdc.gov/features/raw-pet-food/index.html


There are plenty of commercially available high quality complete raw diets that pets are thriving on 

today.  If you handle the product just like you would raw meat in the household there is very little risk 

using the raw diets commercially made.  Your dog is well equipped to process raw diets and using 

safe handling    

(Don’t forget to cover your butt and write down all your recommendations and precautions in the 

medical record.) – Fear, fear, fear, fear 

http://veterinarymedicine.dvm360.com/responding-client-reactions-about-pet-fooled 

http://veterinarymedicine.dvm360.com/responding-client-reactions-about-pet-fooled

