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VETERINARY REVIEW — FOOD ALLERGIES

Beating food allergies

and intolerance In pets

Adverse reactions to food, whether seen as a food intolerance or a food allergy, is a
common cause of ill health in pets. Bruce Waddell of Willows Veterinary Group looks
at causes and strategies

Food allergies and food intol-
erances are not the same.
Food allergies work through
the immune system and show

the characteristic symptoms of
itching and skin problems
associated with pet allergies.
Food intolerances do not
work through the immune sys-
tem and usually result in stom-
ach upsets.

Both can be caused by food
types such as proteins or car-
bohydrates but also by added
ingredients food
colourings and preservatives.
This can cause problems for
owners when choosing food
for their pets as often not all
specific ingredients are named
on pet food packaging.

such as

DOGS AND CATS

Food allergies affect both dogs
and cats. There is no strong
link between specific breeds
and food allergies although it
is widely thought that westies,
cocker spaniels and Irish set-
ters are more likely to develop
food allergies or intolerances.
Food allergies affect both
males and females and can
show up at any time in a pet’s
life. Many animals with food
allergies also have other aller-
gies making them difficult to
diagnose.

The symptoms of food aller-
gies often mimic those of most
allergies seen in dogs and cats.
The primary symptom is itchy
skin affecting primarily the
face, feet, ears, forelegs,
armpits and the area around
the anus. Symptoms may also
include recurrent ear infec-
tions, hair loss, excessive
scratching, hot spots, and skin
infections that respond to
antibiotics but reoccur after

antibiotics are discontinued.
There is evidence that dogs
with food allergies may some-
times have an increased inci-

dence of bowel movements.

Due to the fact that many
other problems can cause sim-
ilar symptoms and that many
times animals are suffering
from more problems than just
food allergies, it is very impor-
tant that all other problems
are properly identified and
treated prior to undergoing
diagnosis for food allergies.
Atopy, flea bite allergies, intes-
tinal parasite hypersensitivities,
sarcoptic mange, and yeast or
bacterial infections can all
cause similar symptoms

Only once all other causes

have been ruled out or
treated, is it time to perform a
food trial to identify the food
the pet is allergic to.This is the
only way to accurately diag-
nose which ingredient is caus-
ing the reaction and the
process must be strictly
adhered to.

A food trial consists of feed-
ing an animal a unique food
source of protein and carbo-
hydrate for a minimum of 12
weeks.An example would be a
protein and carbohydrate that
the animal had never eaten
before. Commercial diets are
available on the market, or the
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Symptoms of food
allergies may
include scratching

owner can use homemade
diets. The pet must only be fed
these diets and water during
the trial and have no access to
treats, human food or food put
out for other pets.

If the animal’s symptoms
clear up or reduce in severity,
then the animal is placed back
on the original food to con-
firm the diagnosis. If the symp-
toms return after going back
on the original diet, the diag-
nosis of a food allergy is con-
firmed. If there has been no
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' ® Suggest owners keep a food diary and monitor if there is a |
correlation between symptoms and a food type.
® Visit your vets to have other causes of the symptoms

investigated.

® Recommend diets specifically designed for pets with aller-
gies and which contain protein and carbohydrate sources dif-
ferent to what the animal has previously been fed.

® Reinforce the importance of feeding the single diet and
water only when performing a food trial.

change in symptoms but a
food allergy is still strongly
suspected, then another food
trial using a different food
source could be tried.

TREATMENTS

The treatment for food aller-
gies is avoidance and manage-
ment. Once the offending
ingredients have been identi-
fied through a food trial they
are eliminated from the diet.
Many cases of food intoler-
ance are dose sensitive — so
animals may be able to eat a
small quantity of the offending
ingredient without any adverse
signs.

Short-term relief may be
gained with fatty acids, antihis-
tamines, and steroids, but elim-
ination of the products from
the diet is the only long-term
solution. The owner can
choose to feed the animal a
special commercially prepared

diet or a homemade diet.
Homemade diets should
always be developed with a
veterinary nutritionalist to
ensure that the pet receives
the correct balance of nutri-
ents and vitamins.

There are specialised diets
that have the proteins and car-
bohydrates broken down into
such small molecular sizes that
they no longer would cause an
allergic response.

Owners should be aware
that some pets with food aller-
gies may develop allergies to
new foods if they are fed those
foods long enough.
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