The Raw Truth - Separating Fact from Fiction


I’ve been asked by several people to write a column about raw pet foods. Personally, I’m neither for nor against raw diets. I am very much for sound and healthy nutrition. What I strongly oppose is the dissemination of misinformation, whether it is about raw foods or commercial pet foods. The decision to feed raw foods should be based on sound information, not on emotion or unsubstantiated claims. This column will address three inappropriate rationales for choosing a raw foods diet. Too bad that the really relevant ones are not among those three you address, and that those you address are being addressed in an ignorant way to the most important facts relating to the dog’s health…


Dogs as Wolves

For reasons that are more romantic than rational, discussions about feeding raw diets to dogs often refer to wolves. Wild wolves are raw-food eaters, therefore it follows that their relatives, dogs, should also be raw food eaters.

Not quite.

Despite sharing a common ancestry and genes, dogs are not wolves any more than humans are chimpanzees. Scientists estimate that human DNA is 95 to 98 percent the same as that of chimpanzees, but how often do you hear people suggesting that humans would be better off subsisting on bananas, termites and bamboo shoots? That comparison is not valid.  Dogs and wolves share more than 99.8% of their mitochondrial genes – which are the ones that matter, in accordance with Robert Wayne’s research.

Dogs were domesticates thousands of years ago. Over time, animals genetically adapt to their diets. True, but that does NOT mean that the “new” diet is healthier than the old one!  A good example of this is the difference in copper requirements between cattle and sheep. Both species are grazing ruminants, but they were domesticated in different parts of the world Cattle evolved in Europe and Africa where soils are relatively rich in copper. Sheep evolved in Asia Minor, where soils are relatively poor in copper. Despite a great deal of similarity in their digestive anatomy and physiology, sheep and cattle have very different copper requirements. Sheep genetically adapted to the lower availability of copper in their diets and have a much lower copper requirement than do cattle. Great example – just completely irrelevant!

Dogs are not wolves. You disagree with serious and competent researchers on this…  They’ve been dogs for a very long time Not long, compared to the scale of evolution! and they’ve been eating cooked food for as long as humans have been cooking it. Not true.  Humans have NOT generally shared their own food with their dogs, but have let the dogs get the raw parts of the prey humans did not want.  Just check out how Inuit people feed their dogs – there is NO WAY they will cook the food for the dogs!  Anyone who suggests that a cocker spaniel is really a wolf in disguise is appealing to your heart, not to your common sense. It is simply not a rational argument for feeding raw diets. True, but the opposite isn’t true either, as you insinuate!  This is incompetent “Erasmus Montanus” logic, as described by the famous Danish author Johannes Holberg: “This man is a stone.  He cannot fly, and a stone cannot fly – so, he must be a stone!”


Enzymes in Meat
“There are enzymes in raw foods that are beneficial to digestion.” This idea astounds me. In fact, one of the solid rationales for cooking food is to destroy anti-nutritional components, some of which are anti-enzymes. Trypsin is a digestive enzyme produced by a dog’s pancreas and secreted into the small intestines to help digest proteins. Certain raw foods contain Trypsin inhibitors that inactivate this digestive enzyme. Thiamin is an essential B-complex vitamin. Certain raw foods, particularly fish, contain Thiaminase – an enzyme that destroys this vitamin. Avidin, a glycoprotein in raw egg whites, irreversibly binds to biotin and prevents its absorption into the body. Cooking inactivates all of these anti-nutritional factors.  This is BS.  EVERYTHING has negative effects in addition to their positive effects.  What matters is the TOTAL BALANCE. You can always find irrelevant details that tell a different story when taken out of the context they are supposed to stay in.   Just taking the egg example: Yes, egg white contains Avidin, but less than a few percent of the amount of biotin in the yolk!  So, by eating THE WHOLE EGG, you still end up getting a substantial input of Biotin, regardless the small toll from the Avidin in the yolk!

In fact, cooking (particularly with water or steam) contributes to food digestion in much the same way that acid in the stomach does: by opening up the coiled and folded structures of proteins and allowing digestive enzymes easier access to their interiors.  This is simply not true, and even if it might be in certain specific cases, it is not relevant.  The decomposition caused by cooking leads to DIFFERENT FRAGMENTS than those created by enzymes in a natural digestion process.  The net chemicals produced by cooking and those created by enzyme digestion are simply not the same, notwithstanding the starting material possibly being the same.

I’m not challenging the premise that there are enzymes in raw foods. I am, however, challenging the notion that these enzymes provide significant health benefits to a dog.  Please remember that health benefits are NOT obtained by making everything easy on the body!  By bypassing the body’s natural mechanisms for working, you end up with a body that lost its natural functions.  Nature’s rule is “USE IT OR LOSE IT!”  So, the whole concept of trying to make digestion EASY is UNHEALTHY!

Human and animals consume a variety of foods and the cells of their stomachs, pancreas and small intestines generally produce the enzymes needed to digest whatever they consume. It’s easy to underestimate the body’s ability to produce digestive enzymes since we aren’t witness to it. Everyday, your body typically produces about a litre of gastric juices (containing acid and digestive enzymes), a litre of pancreatic juices (containing bicarbonate and digestive enzymes), half a litre of bile (for digesting fat) and 2.5 litres of digestive secretions from the cells of the small intestines (containing mostly enzymes). That’s about five litres of digestive juices pumped into your digestive tract every day. The digestive enzymes present in raw food are insignificant compared to those produced by the body. You still need to prove this!  Enzymes are NOT produced in “litres”.  Using litres as measure without describing CONCENTRATIONS is ridiculously ignorant and chemically completely incompetent. …  Besides, we are not necessarily talking about the same enzymes in raw food and from the internal glands.  They are not necessarily mutually replaceable.  A far more important issue to address would be the effect natural enzymes and other components of raw food might have on the natural production of enzymes from the body’s own glands!

It does occasionally happen that a dog develops a disease (for example, exocrine pancreatic insufficiency or malabsorption syndrome) where enzyme production is impaired and, for these dogs, supplemental enzymes may be beneficial. Digestive-enzyme preparations are widely available as veterinary supplements for pets and as over-the-counter preparations for humans. These highly concentrated sources of a wide variety of enzymes are sold in encapsulated or enrobed format. And so what?  What does this have to do with raw food?

Enzyme preparation must contain a wide variety of enzymes to meet their objective of replacing more than two dozen different types of enzymes produced by the body. Enzymes are very specific in their action. Proteases that break down proteins cannot break down fats or carbohydrates and no given protease is effective on all bonds within a protein molecule, only on those bonds linking certain specific amino acids.

Enzyme preparations are highly concentrated in order to replace litres of enzymes normally produced by the body. So, the amount of enzymes produced by the body isn’t that great anyway… ?!  Without reference to specific concentrations and amounts of specific enzymes, this makes no basis for any conclusions whatsoever…  This is nothing but irrelevant fill.

The reason enzyme preparations must be encapsulated or enrobed is because orally consumed enzymes are digested and inactivated by stomach acid. The vast majority of digestive enzymes the body produces are secreted into the digestive tract after the stomach (i.e., into the small intestines) so that they are not destroyed by stomach acid. Not true.  Many enzymes that are important for carnivores are dependent on the stomach acidity in order for them to function!   But we are, of course, not talking about enzymes for digestion of carbohydrates here, os kibble-feeders do not need this information…  Orally consumed enzymes don’t survive passage throughout the stomach unless they are somehow protected from stomach acid. In order to be effective, encapsulated or enrobed enzyme preparations need to be consumed at fairly high dosages.  Enzymes that do not survive the stomach acid are not meant to be ingested…

Healthy pets, which typically produce huge quantities of their own digestive enzymes, are unlikely to derive any significant health benefit from consuming the low concentrations of acid-labile enzymes found in raw foods. You compare apples to oranges gain.  Until you specify WHICH enzymes we are talking about, this generalization is meaningless.  All these words have NO MEANINGFUL CONCLUSION in regards to the main topic they were supposed to address.


Nutrient Bioavailability

One dangerous misconception about raw foods is that they contain nutrients that are more bioavailable than those in commercial pet foods. In fact, the reverse is true. Concentrations of nutrients in raw foods vary significantly, and even at high concentrations, these nutrients are not necessarily bioavailable. This is true – but it doesn’t support your case at all!
Here are a few examples.

For humans, the biotin in corn is 100-per-cent bioavailable, whereas the biotin in wheat is 0-per-cent bioavailable. The bioavailability of folic acid ranges from 96 per cent in cooked lima beans to 25 per cent in raw romaine lettuce. Although the bioavailability of thiamin in natural foods is reported to be relatively high, tannic acid (found in blueberries, currants, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, etc.) interferes with thiamin activity. In fact, the bioavailability of nutrients in raw foods ranges from 0 per cent to 100 per cent.  From a commercial point of view, yes, high bioavailability is important, as the manufacturer must pay for the ingredients.  But that has NOTHING to do with  what is HEALTHY!  Neither the human body nor the dog’s body needs or can handle 100% bioavailable nutrients!  Just take fibre as an example – it is 100% indigestible, yet still vital for good health. Bioavailability is simply NOT the relevant parameter for health you try to pretend it is.  As a matter of fact, extremely high bioavailability of all nutrients is KNOWN to be very unhealthy!!!

As there is with human foods, there’s considerable variability in the vitamin concentrations in pet-feed ingredients. The chart above shows the concentrations and bioavailability of biotin in six pet-food ingredients. Again, the bioavailability only matters if there overall is TOO LITTLE of the nutrient in the food.  High bioavailability of individual nutrients is NOT a relevant health criterion! Using it as such causes the entire discussion to go become utterly biased and incompetent.

Clearly, there is considerable variability in terms of vitamin concentrations and availability in pet-food ingredients. It is however, more important to note that this information is known. Trails have been done with ingredients commonly used in commercial pet foods, to determine their nutrient content and availability. These trials include the effects of pet-food processing, handling and storage. The above information exists for all essential vitamins and, for most ingredients commonly used in commercial pet foods, taking into account the effects of both dry and canned manufacturing processes. We know far more about the vitamin availability in commercial pet-food ingredients than we do about the vitamin availability in fresh human foods. Of course – because the manufacturers do not want to pay for studies of natural food.  But, again, this whole discussion is, at this point, completely off the relevant target.

Many years ago KalKan cat foods used the advertising slogan: “a multi-vitamin in every can.” In fact, that concept applies to all commercial pet foods. Commercial pet foods contain supplemental multi-vitamins often in the same form used in human multi-vitamins like Flinstones, Centrum or Once-a-Day. It’s conceptually no different than fortifying Kellogg’s Corn Flakes with niacin, riboflavin and thiamin. Rather than relying on highly variable vitamin levels from natural ingredients, commercial pet foods contain vitamins added in a purified crystalline form that’s known to resist breakdown during processing but is proven to be highly available to the pet. This ensures that adequate levels of essential vitamins are present in the diet at levels that meet requirements and in a form that resists degradation in processing but is still biologically available to pets. Yes, maybe for those vitamins and nutrients we KNOW about…. What about all the rest?  Or maybe modern commercial scientists are now at the stage where they know EVERYTHING?  Do they sign “God”?  And still: this is all pursuing THE WRONG OBJECTIVE!!!!  This is the objective the manufacturer wants achieved in order to reduce production costs.  It says absolutely NOTHING about what kind of impact this has on the dog’s health and longevity.

This article does not reflect an anti-raw foods position. There are, in fact, many sound reasons for choosing a raw-food diet. You should name them, if you want to come across as “unbiased”!   Selecting your dog’s diet is an extremely important decision.  Finally, we agree on something important…..You owe it to your four-legged companion to make a choice armed with knowledge and understanding.  Absolutely, so please start studying the significant health benefits dogs enjoy when being fed a raw natural diet!




Hilary Watson has been involved in canine nutrition for 17 years and is pursuing her Ph.D. in veterinary clinical nutrition at the University of Guelph. A dog enthusiast for more than 30 years, she has titled dogs in conformation, obedience, tracking, herding and agility. Well, I know many people with 50 years’ experience who never learned anything from their experiences, so those numbers do not outweigh the impression of complete incompetence and bias I get from the article. I would seriously expect a Ph.D.-to-be to have learned at least some valuable lessons about logic and reasoning.  I could forgive a layperson for not possession those skills, but not a scientist-to-be who wants to take pride in a title and be taken seriously. (For the record, I hold a Ph. D. level degree from a Danish University in analytical chemistry, and I have been actively involved in dog training and raw feeding since 1968 and have connections to thousands of dog owners who feed raw food with tremendous success – and with disastrous results for the financial welfare of their veterinarians….)

