True Prevention

aka, What can I do to give my pet the healthiest life possible?
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1. Train your dogs and cats and learn about what is normal behavior for them

(i.e., how do dogs and cats think?)
· Why? - The number one reason for young, otherwise healthy dogs and cats to die in the US is "problem behaviors". These are often normal behaviors, just a problem for people.

· Training dogs that you and the other humans are the “boss dogs” is a safety issue for them. For instance, if your dog knows he/she does not go out the door before you do they will not go running out the door, into the street and into the path of a speeding teenager in his/her car complete with friends. It is also a security issue for dogs since they believe a strong leader (“boss dog”) is a necessity – if you aren’t going to lead, they will and this dominant behavior can lead to dog bites and even law suits.

· Your dog(s) and cat(s) CAN be trained to allow you to examine their mouths, brush their teeth, clean their ears, examine their undersides, trim their nails, etc. Being able to brush teeth and check for fleas and ticks can PREVENT painful, deadly and expensive problems. Ticks need to be removed within 24 hours but DO NOT remove ticks with your bare hands.

· Give them a daily outlet for their vast amounts of energy, whether it is a good walk, a game of flyball or just a play session with you. Boredom leads to behavior problems, which often lead to the door of the animal shelter.  

2. Feed them a quality balanced diet.
· It is far cheaper in the long run.

· Dog and cat foods are very scientifically advanced now and are designed to prevent and even treat a wide variety of problems.

· High-quality foods cost more per bag or can, but the more money you put into a bag of food, the less money you put in the veterinarian's pocket treating/controlling preventable problems.
· Do NOT feed them human foods – especially not grapes or dark chocolate or foods containing xylitol. Ask your veterinarian for more details.
· Raw diets are considered a bad idea by essentially all veterinary nutritionists.
· People often want variety in their foods but consistency in diets is desirable for most of our pets – the predictability is comforting to them rather than boring. 
· Consider taking cats off of acidifying (“urinary tract health diets”) by the age of 10 years. These diets may cause cat kidneys to waste excess potassium (K) and may increase incidence of calcium oxalate stones.
· Treats are often high fat and high calorie – you must consider the calories they contain.
· What makes a “treat” a treat, especially for dogs is much more about the tone of your voice (“baby talking”), your smiling face and your open body language than it is about what the treat is. Try giving a kibble of their regular food as a treat with your best baby talking and see what the response is. Your veterinarian can help with other healthy treat suggestions.

3. Prevent your dog or cat from becoming overweight or obese.
· Good for them and good for your pocket book in the long run.

· The only proven way to extend life is to limit calories throughout life.

· Life is extended and health problems in geriatric years are reduced in dogs with proper weights.

· In survey’s most owners DO NOT recognize their pets are overweight. Ask your veterinarian to assess your pet’s Body Condition Score.

· Overfeeding occurring in first 4-6 months of life may result in (permanent) adipocyte (fat cell) hyperplasia 9enlargement), predisposing the animal to obesity later in life.

· One Small Animal Medicine Textbook (Dunn, 1999) states that “if a dog or cat regularly consumes 1% more calories than necessary it will be almost 25% overweight by middle age.”
· Obesity is linked to MANY serious health problems and obesity limit’s quality of life more than most people recognize. Overfeeding your pet is literally killing it with kindness.

· There have been recent breakthroughs in dealing with excess weight, especially for dog’s – your veterinarian truly can help. Cooperation on your part is still needed.

· Slow weight loss (probably no more than 1-2 % of body weight per week) is better than fast weight loss – it stays off better and prevents loss of muscle mass better.

· DO NOT starve overweight cats – the mobilized fat will harm their liver and threaten their life.

4. Brush their Teeth.
· Periodontal disease is the MOST common disease of dogs and cats. It is preventable, it commonly causes unrecognized but excruciating pain and it shortens the life span of dogs and cats. As the old saying goes –“brush the teeth you want to keep – don’t worry about the rest.”
 
4.5 Brush their Coats.
· Regular grooming is good for the skin and coat, and is a good way to find lumps, bumps and little problems before they become big problems. And it makes them happy and helps keep you healthy and happy. Positive interactions with our companion animals lowers blood pressure and causes a number of positive chemical changes in the person and the animal in 15 minutes or less. The evidence is NOT just anecdotal anymore.

5. Have a physical exam and history performed by a veterinarian.
· This should be done at least once yearly when young and twice yearly from middle age on. Remember one year is a “larger” part of their life than in people.

· Have the name and phone number of your local emergency animal hospital in a place where you can find it in a hurry (at 3:00 a.m.)

6. Keep them on a monthly "heartworm preventative" year round, long term.
· These products can control important intestinal parasites as well as preventing heartworms. An ounce of prevention ----- you know the rest.

· Some of the intestinal parasites prevented can be spread to humans (zoonotic) – you don’t want that on your conscience. 

7. Control disease carrying fleas and ticks.
· Safe, effective and convenient with the products available through your veterinarian. Fleas and especially ticks can make you sick as well.


8. Exercise your pets, even if they are not overweight.
· Take your dog for a walk, it is good for both ends of the leash. It is also quality time for bonding with your dog. Talk as you walk – they won’t argue with you and they are often excellent listeners – perhaps unlike your significant other.

· Cats can be exercised also - ask how if you are unsure.

9. Have your pet spayed or neutered while young.
· If you intend to breed, do your homework first, have guaranteed homes available 
for all the offspring, and remember that many thousands of pets in animal shelters 
will never get that chance. Please be responsible.
· Spaying and neutering has many more health benefits than risks. For instance, 
· Spaying females early can help prevent mammary tumors (“breast cancer”).
· Spaying and neutering does lower their metabolic rates and roughly doubles the 
incidence of obesity. It probably does this by causing an estrogen (female 
hormone) deficiency (estrogen is inhibitory to appetite) or a testosterone 
deficiency. Lowering 
testosterone increases efficiency of food utilization and 
decreases roaming behavior.
· HOWEVER, they basically become obese for the same simple reason most 
people do – too much food and too little exercise. We tend to think of food 
amounts in quantities needed for humans but an inactive 10 pound cat simply 
does not burn many calories in a day. That just makes it cost less to feed them in a 
healthy manner.

10. Don't let your pet run loose.
· The outside world has many dangers just waiting to be discovered by these naturally curious animals and they don't understand the rules of the road.

 

11. Consider getting your pet a buddy.
· Dogs and cats are 'colony' animals and crave the companionship of their own species. Two kittens who have each other to play with tend to be much less destructive than one bored kitten with time on her paws.

 

12. Consider investing in pet insurance
· Consider making this small investment, particularly if you own a large-breed dog. You can count on at least one trip to the emergency room or some other expensive medical or surgical problem at least once during your pet's life and insurance can make the expense less of a worry.

· Pet insurance is not like human medicine – get the facts for yourself.

13.  Do not give you pet human medications without direct consent of a veterinarian.

· Acetaminophen (Tylenol and many others) is deadly to cats but may be safe in some dogs.

· Ibuprofen, naproxen and even aspirin can cause kidney damage and/or serious bleeding ulcers in dogs. They are also quite toxic to cats.

· Many other examples exist, don’t take chances.

14. “Pet proof” your house – especially when they are kittens and puppies.
· We wouldn’t hesitate to modify our houses to make them safer for human toddlers. It has been said that dogs and cats are like kids that just don’t grow up.

· Some examples include:

· Assume that puppies will chew on everything – it is part of how they explore the world. They also don’t understand the difference between an old, worn out tennis shoe and expensive running shoes.

· Especially kittens may chew on exposed electrical cords.

· Cats – even adults may chew on an Easter Lilly – which can cause their kidney’s to fail.

· Cat’s love high places so that they can observe the world go by below them – breakable items in high places are prone to hit the floor once the cat scoots by them.

· Antifreeze tastes sweet and may be licked up – cats that get it on their fur will lick it off to clean themselves up. Traditional antifreeze is quite deadly for dogs and cats – cats are more sensitive than dogs.

15. You can prevent major problems by catching problems at an earlier stage. Catching things early often requires simply NOT ignoring gradual changes. 

Things to not overlook – especially in older pets.
· Do not ignore unexpected weight loss – especially in older pets. It can be a subtle sign of cancer, failing kidneys, hidden pain, etc.
· Allow /encourage your veterinarian to thoroughly investigate heart murmurs (leaky heart valves) in cats of any age. Early disease of the heart muscle in cats can be addressed. Remodeling of heart muscle is an established concept in human medicine and evidence is growing that it can work in cats.
· Do not overlook decreased activity in middle aged to older cats - it may well be a sign of an addressable problem. For example, chronic degenerative joint disease (“arthritis”) is VERY common in cats and is frequently overlooked by owners and veterinarians.
· Do not overlook decreased activity – assuming it is normal aging – despite rumors to the contrary age is not a disease.
· Do not overlook loss of training, hearing or vision – these issues may be addressable and “dog and cat senility” may also be addressable.
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