Thinking About Sweets for Your Sweetie?

The holidays are upon us again which of course means family, shopping, decorations, and best of all, those wonderful holiday meals.  Most likely your pet is also excited about all the extra table scraps that will be “accidentally” falling onto the floor, but did you know that many common foods can actually cause significant illness in your pet and even death?  So before you give Fluffy that extra bite of food in his dish, here are a few foods to keep just to yourself.  

The #1 food toxicity seen in pets is of course chocolate.  After all if you can’t resist, how can you expect Fluffy to?  There are several harmful ingredients in chocolate including caffeine, theobromine, and theophylline.  The amounts of these ingredients vary greatly depending on the type of chocolate your pet ingests.  In general, the less sweet and the darker the chocolate, the more toxic it is.  For example, a 30 pound dog would need to eat approximately 1.5 pounds of milk chocolate versus only 0.1 pounds of bakers’ chocolate to result in toxicity.  

If you think that your pet has ingested a toxic dose of chocolate it is important to contact your veterinarian immediately.  There are four major questions that will need to be answered:  1) How much does your pet weigh? 2) How much chocolate did your pet ingest? 3) What kind of chocolate was involved? 4) When do you think your pet ate the chocolate?  

Once ingested clinical signs begin approximately 2-4 hours later and can include vomiting, diarrhea, muscles tremors, increased drinking and urination, and potentially lethal cardiac arrhythmias.   Chocolate takes approximately 4 days to completely work its way through the digestive system so the most critical step in managing toxicity is to induce vomiting as soon as possible.  This can be done with everyday products at home such as hydrogen peroxide or syrup of Ipecac.  Your veterinarian can help you determine the appropriate dose to give your pet.  Additional treatments can include medications to control the cardiac arrhythmias, fluids to prevent dehydration, and muscle relaxants for tremors if present.  Most pets have a favorable prognosis if treated early and aggressively.  

Other foods to be especially wary of include grapes and raisins which can cause vomiting, diarrhea, depression, and severe dehydration.  Toxicity is dose dependent however and a dog would need to eat approximately 1 ½ grapes per pound of body weight or 1.5 oz of raisins per 20 pounds of body weight before these clinical signs were evident.  Treatment again would involve inducing vomiting followed by intravenous fluids for 48 hours.  

In addition, members of the onion family including shallots, leeks, and garlic can cause anemia if ingested in large enough doses.  And a small handful of macadamia nuts can cause neurological signs such as hind limb weakness and tremoring.  

Bottom line is the best and safest food to feed your pet is their own cat or dog food, but if you want to add a little extra holiday treat into the mix stick to the basics like plain chicken or white rice, your pet will love you more in the long run.  

