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Many states are now requiring, as part 
of their permitting process, wildlife 
rehabilitation centers and individuals to 
be able to detail an evacuation plan in 
writing. Even if your state doesn’t require 
it, you should know what measures need 
to be taking to get yourself and your 
animals to safety.

Evacuations can be for many 
circumstances; fire, earthquake, flood, 
extreme weather, mud slides. Some 
circumstances have more warning 
than others. Don’t count on emergency 
personnel to be able to respond to every 
individual location to advise you to 
evacuate. Use your common sense. The 
sooner you act, the more chance you 
have getting everything out.

You need to have a destination and at 
least two different routes to get there, 
ideally in completely opposite directions 
as you don’t know which direction will 
be open for you to pass. Make sure you 
have made this arrangement with the 
destination facility in advance and that 
it is far enough away not to be affected 
by the same disaster. This is something 
you need to plan for with only yourself 
and/or a minimal amount of volunteers 
to execute. Don’t count on volunteers 
offsite being able to come to your aid. If a 
disaster strikes, fire and police personnel 
will not allow anyone through except for 
those with identification showing they 
are a resident of the affected area. At 
some point, emergency personnel will 
not let anyone in or the route may be 

blocked by emergency equipment and 
crews. Their priority will be to get people 
out and allow access to more emergency 
personnel. 

Don’t forget to consider any domestic 
animals on your premises. Have enough 
leashes and carriers and a vehicle big 
enough to get everything out. You 
may only have the chance for one trip; 
remember, you can’t count on volunteers 
reaching you. The only exception might 
be people with horse trailers, if the area 
is ranch property. People may have to 
lead or ride their animals down to a 
trailer staging area. Those facilities with 
large animals will need to have a prior 
agreement with people who have vehicles 
that could assist with evacuations. 

Have enough carriers stored and ready to 
deploy to fit all the opossums in your care. 
Consider the most opossums you’ve had 
at one time and keep enough carriers for 
that amount of animals. Remember with 
opossums, they are wary of change and 
tend to do nothing when their situation 
changes. You can layer opossums of a 
similar size in the same carrier. With a 
top-loading carrier, place an opossum, 
or the litter in the carrier, put a layer 
of newspapers over them, then place 

another litter. It would be the same with 
adult opossums, place one in the carrier, 
make a flimsy barrier with a layer of 
newspaper, and add another opossum. 
You can mix males and females together.  
They will not be overly concerned with 
who is stuffed in the carrier with them; 
they will be more concerned with what 
the heck is going on. They should be 
fine until you reach your destination and 
are able to separate them again. Make 
sure your destination also has stocked 
enough carriers or cages to temporarily 
accommodate your animals or is able to 
procure them.

Consider signing up onto your 
neighborhood www.Nextdoor.com 
website. It is a world-wide social network 
and you can sign up for your immediate 
area or add adjoining areas.  You can 
post under several categories; I would 
suggest the Crime & Safety category 
for evacuation help.  During one of our 
recent heatwaves, temperatures in the 
triple digits, we had an OSUS member’s 
air conditioner quit working in her rehab 
room. It was a unique through-the-wall 
air conditioner and a replacement had to 
be ordered online with the delivery taking 
a few days. Our OSUS member put out a 
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PREPARING FOR EVACUATION continued from page 1

“Help” on the NextDoor website for frozen 
water bottles to put in her cages to keep 
the animals cool. She got an immediate 
and overwhelming response from the 
neighborhood and set up a rotating 
schedule of bottles to be delivered until 
the new air-conditioner arrived and was 
installed.

If the disaster is a fire, there are a few 
precautions you could permanently keep 
in place. Keep your trees and foliage 
trimmed and topped and rake up all 
dead plant material. If you have a shake 
roof, consider updating to composite or 
tile. Keep combustibles and flammables 
out and away from your enclosures. Have 
working water hoses that are long enough 
to reach all enclosures.  Check your hoses 
annually to make sure your connections 
have no pressure problems and that your 
hose hasn’t deteriorated from exposure 
to weather. Wetting down enclosures is a 
good precaution in advance of a fire. 

RECAP:
 • Have at least two escape routes and 

two possible destinations.
Consider no one may be allowed 
access to respond to your location.

 • Don’t rely on emergency personnel to 
advise you to evacuate.

Consider proximity of fire and density 
of smoke.

 • Smoke is as deadly as fire:
Smoke inhalation with anxiety, 
homeopathic Arsenicum Album.
Simple smoke inhalation with eye 
and nose symptoms; homeopathic 
Euphrasia Officinalis.
Serious smoke exposure with irritated 
sinuses or lung; Homeopathic Kali 
Bichromicum.
Smoke and particles in lungs, nose; 
Silicea.

 • Heat can melt and ignite combustibles 
some distance from the fire. If in 

doubt, evacuate.
 • Identify flammables and remove from 

caging area.
 • Make sure water hoses reach all 

enclosures for wet down.
 • Have carriers and transport available 

at a moment’s notice for every animal 
in your care.

 • Train volunteers in utilization of 
carriers and transport.

 • Train your domestics to be 
comfortable entering their designated 
carriers

 • Treat your animals for stress and fear;
 • homeopathic treatment for fear: 

Aconitum Napellus.
 • Make a list of animals; attach a map 

of where they are housed and where 
their carriers are kept.  Place the 
information in a folder titled “For 
Emergency Personnel” and hang by 
the front door in case no one is on the 
premises when an emergency arises.

 • Prepare for loss of electricity—have an 
alternate power source.

 • Have an operable cell phone and 
landline in case one or the other  

communication’s system is damaged.
 • Keep a battery operated radio for 

updates from the emergency channel.
 • Create a sign with at least 10” letters 

stating “ALL PEOPLE AND ANIMALS 
HAVE BEEN EVACUATED (include 
a contact number)”. Store the sign                               
in a handy spot and display where 
emergency personnel can read it from 
the street once you have evacuated.

Also remember with a fire, fire personnel’s 
priority is human life, property 
damage and then forested area in that 
order. If your opossums came from a 
neighborhood, release them back into 
that neighborhood. If a fire starts in the 
woods surrounding a neighborhood, the 
fire department is going to try and protect 
the property in that neighborhood. If your 
urban opossum is all hunkered down 
where he came from, he’s getting the best 
protection.
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OSUS MEMBERSHIP/RENEWAL FORM
_____Please find enclosed my tax-deductible donation.

____I want to become a member of O.S.U.S. ($30 / year U.S/, $40.00 year int’l)
____ Please renew my membership of OSUS ($30/year)

(Check one of the above)

Name: ____________________________________________________________

Address: __________________________________________________________

Telephone: ________________________________________________________

Email:  ____________________________________________________________
 
Membership is $30.00 annually
 
Please mail check to:

OSUS
P.O.  Box 16724
Irvine, CA  92623

 
Or register via PayPal online at our website: www.OpossumSocietyUS.org 
Note:  The OSUS membership/email list is never given out to any other organization. 
It is used for official OSUS business only.  Your membership renewal month due is the 
month you joined.

Opossum breaks into liquor store, 
over imbibes.

http://cbs6albany.com/news/offbeat/opossum-breaks-into-liquor-store-and-gets-drunk-as-a-skunk 
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Without our contributors and 
those members whose work 

generates donations to OSUS, 
we would not be able to care 
for as many orphans, save as 

many injureds or reach so many 
people with our information on 
opossums.  Good job, and thank 

you all!  Your generosity really 
make a difference.

For the first time in 20 years Ralphs 
Market did not issue OSUS a check 
and it was because of lack of member 
participation in the Community 
Charity Contribution Program.  
Please, everyone review the annual 
renewal procedure for the rewards 
program in the Fall 2017 newsletter. 
New California members, please read the flyer of the Ralphs Contribution Program in your 
membership packet. Every little bit helps and it doesn’t cost you anything.

RALPHS CUSTOMERS - REMEMBER TO SIGN UP

OPOSSUMS  
IN THE NEWS
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Q Hi I just read everything 
you posted about where one 

would live and move on every few 
days. Well Polly as we’ve named 
her appears to love our yard. 
She has nests all over the yard…
we tear them up and she builds a 
new one and eventually rebuilds 
the one we’ve destroyed. We are 
not heavily wooded and it is a 
very quiet area. We do not have 
outside food sources except for 
what’s natural and there is plenty 
of natural food. I don’t really care 
that she is here but I do have a 
small area where I keep two mini 
horses. Is there anything I can give 
the possums so they are not EPM 
carriers? Right now I scout the 
yard removing any poop I find.

Thanks, 

Adele

A The opossum is attracted 
there for a food source.

They love to eat rats and mice, 
are any of those around? Crickets? 
They love crickets.

They love to eats snails. Do you 
have any gardens with snails?

EPM is caused by the parasite 
Sarcocystis neurona. The life cycle 
of S. neurona is well described. 
In order to complete its life cycle 
this parasite needs two hosts, a 

definitive and an intermediate. 
In the laboratory, raccoons, 
cats, armadillos, skunks, and 
sea otters have been shown 
to be intermediate hosts. The 
opossum is the definitive host of 
the disease, passing the parasite 
through feces. Horses contract 
EPM from contaminated feed or 
water. So killing other wildlife is 
counterproductive, cleaning your 
barn and covering feed is how 
to prevent this disease. However, 
horses cannot pass the disease 
among themselves, that is, one 
horse cannot contract the disease 
from another infected horse. The 
horse is a dead-end, or aberrant, 
host of the parasite.

Keep in mind, the horse must 
ingest the feces. Keeping your feed 
off the ground will help.

Q We are rehabbers in Ohio 
that uses VO in education 

programming. When a VO 
presents with MBD and has the 
correct temperament to become 
a permanent animal ambassador 
we will transfer them into our 
education department. We are 
struggling with one and can’t 
correct the MBD. Can you share 
with us your diet that you use 
for your permanent animal 
ambassadors?

Thank you.

Stormy,

A This may seem ridiculous, but 
believe me, it’s not. I would 

line up all your volunteers, give 
them each a measure of 1/2c 
of chow in a bowl (about what a 
single adult opossum eats a night). 
Give them a second, empty bowl 

and ask them to measure out 
10% of 1/2c of supplements 
from a large, unmeasured bowl 
containing supplements in it (this 
can be just before feeding, so no 
food is wasted). 

Compare what they measure out 
in supplements to the below chart.

It usually, it turns out that the 
volunteer is feeding the opossum 
40-60% supplements to dry 
kibble instead of the 10%.

Truth be told, the diet can be 
70/30 (below is about 80/20) but 
we’ve had so much trouble with 
volunteers over-supplementing, 
we decided to go with the lowest 
ratio of supplements (10%- 
90/10) because usually they are 
mistakenly giving much more.

Portion Samples

Purina 
Kitten
Chow

Blended 
Vegetables Yogurt Calcium 

Carbonate

1/2 
cup

1 Tbsp 1 Tbsp 1/8 tsp

1 cup 1 1/2 Tbsp 1 1/2 
Tbsp

1/4 tsp

2 cups 3 Tbsp 3 Tbsp 1/2 tsp

4 cups 6 1/2 Tbsp 6 1/2 
Tbsp

1 tsp

Pure calcium carbonate powder is 
available from health food stores. 
The strength of the powder must 
be 700-800 mg per teaspoon. 
Caltrate 600 tablets can be 
purchased from your grocer or 
pharmacy and ground up (Caltrate 
600 is the proper strength to use 
in this recipe). Add the calcium 
carbonate to the chow mixture 
to prevent metabolic bone disease. 
Opossum’s diet should be a balanced 
2:1 Calcium to Phosporous ratio.
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If measuring is not an issue, 
you need to consider their 
environment. Time for opossum 
CSI:

Their bowls - Are there cracks or 
fissures in the bowls that could 
allow other materials the bowl 
may have been made out of to seep 
into their food? This is especially 
true with items made in China.

Their den boxes/bedding - What 
do you wash their bedding with?

We had a volunteer give her 
opossums MBD by washing/
sterilizing their climbing branches 
in her dishwasher. Her dishwash 
soap had phosphorus in it. The 
opossums licked the branches, 
got too much phosphorus and 
ultimately, MBD.

What is their substrate material 
- Research the material and find 
out if it is known to leach or 
disperse calcium. A simple test to 
know if rocks are leaching calcium 
is to put a couple drops of vinegar 
on them, if they start foaming, 
that’s calcium.

Usually there’s a problem when 
there’s too much phosphorus as 
opposed to too much calcium. 
Whatever you have in the cage, 
do Internet research, “Can X 
leach calcium.” Opossums love to 
groom, and they go into what I 
call a “sliming episode” where 
they vigorously lick an object and 
include grooming themselves in 
the process. So anything in the 
cage could be subject to licking.

I have seen opossums from the 
environment come in with MBD, so 
the imbalance can occur in what is 

being absorbed in the food sources 
they come across. 99% of the time 
it’s a captive feeding problem. The 
only way to definitively diagnose 
MBD is an X-ray that will show 
their bones not being solid.

Basically, you have to feed them 
a correct diet for as long as you 
believe they had an incorrect diet.

For those that have been 
salvageable, I found using 
homeopathics cut the time in half 
for a recovery.

I will attach the 3 homeopathics I 
use based on how the opossum is 
presenting.

Leslie

Return answer:

Thank you!

We have followed the 90:10 diet 
but we have had 2 severe MBD Vo 
that we are trying a prescription 
cat KD diet rather than just over 
the counter hard kibble.

I appreciate your help and 
answering my questions.

Thank you

Stormy

Please read the following Captive 
Diet Information, plus the Ca:Ph 
breakdown of supplemental foods.

Where we go wrong is the 
percentage of supplemental food 
to a balanced staple.

Q Will an adult opossum maim 
or kill the babies of another if 

it discovers their presence in my 
yard?

A I have been observing 
opossums every night in my 

own yard for over 30 years and 
have never seen one attacking 
another. 

However, my husband observed 
an incident earlier this year of an 
adult opossum dragging a smaller 
one around, he thought maybe it 
was a mother helping her young 
but then recognized aggressive 
restraint and intervened.

I have seen all kinds of encounters, 
with the younger ones being 
wary of larger opossums and 
scurrying off when the larger 
opossum entered the yard. I have 
seen similar size opossums eating 
nose to nose in the yard. I have 
seen larger opossums eating with 
smaller. I have seen two same size 
opossums mating. It looked like a 
to-the-death fight. My husband 
and I actually stood right over 
them, not fazing them at all. 
With their body positioning and 
his movements, we knew it was 
a mating. There was horrible 
snarling and cacking and the 
female’s neck was bloodied from 
the male biting it to get a grasp 
(there are several videos on You 
Tube). I have seen a very upset 
smaller male who tried to mate 
with a larger female, being chased 
off violently by the female, to 
the extent the male was making 
cacking noises when he was 50 
feet away from her and she was 
quietly munching food. I couldn’t 
figure out what happened until 
the male came down the fence 
line towards me and I could see 

Continued on page 6
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his penis hanging out (normally 
it’s retracted inside the body).

So, I guess the bottom line is no, 
I have no idea why this would 
happen but I can tell you, you are 
the 4th person to report a larger 
opossum with a smaller one in 
its grasp this year and I’ve never 
heard it before. On the other 
reportings, I have no further 
information about sexes involved, 
activity prior to the attack, etc.

In my own yard, I placed 4 water 
bowls several feet apart and I 
scatter food in the yard so that 
they won’t be trying to feed from 
the same bowl.

I guess the only thing I can tell you is 
the first 9 months of an opossum’s 
life is the most treacherous, but 
I never expected it from their 
own kind. They will all meander 
around and encounter each other 
so it’s out of our hands. 

Leslie

Q Hi, there, I’ve got two opossum 
that are hanging around on 

top of my privacy fence at night 
- however, they are sunning 
themselves this morning. Could 
they be rabid since they are out in 
the daylight?

I have a dog, and so do all of the 
neighbors.

Thank you,

Heather

A It would be very rare for an 
opossum to have rabies. They 

are not a vector concern in any 
state for rabies. 

As to why they’d be on your fence 
during the daylight there are a 
few possibilities:
 • Opossums are mammals and 

do require 20-30 minutes of 
sunlight to get their Vitamin D 
a week.

 • A mother could have dropped 
a baby and is trying to figure 
out how to retrieve it.

 • You mentioned everyone has a 
dog. Maybe several of the dogs 
noticed the opossum and are 
now blocking its safe egress to 
its day den.

 • Somebody could have disturbed 
its day den site and now it’s 

trying to get to one of its 
alternate sites.

 • Someone in your neighborhood 
puts out food for wildlife 
during the day at the same 
time and the opossums are 
waiting for the chow to 
appear.

Hard to say without having been 
there to reason it out.
Leslie

Editors Note: Questions in the Mail Pouch 
columns are printed as received and only 
occasionally edited for content, grammar and 
length.

MAIL POUCH continued from page 5
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LEARNING TO READ PET FOOD LABELS
FROM THE USDA ANIMAL & VETERINARY NEWSLETTER
(Editor’s Note - While caring for injured 
opossums and during the final weeks before 
releasing orphaned opossums, commercial cat 
and/or dog food is introduced into their diet.   
We’ve had so many questions about diet via the 
Internet, we thought this article would help. 
There are many things to consider when choosing 
a dog or cat food as the diet mainstay; especially 
if the opossum becomes a non-releasable in your 
care.  Use the information below and become 
knowledgeable in reading labels.)

Pet food labeling is regulated at two 
levels. The federal regulations, enforced 
by the United States Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA), establish standards 
applicable for all animal feeds: proper 
identification of product, net quantity 
statement, manufacturer's name and 
address, and proper listing of ingredients. 
Some states also enforce their own 
labeling regulations. Many states have 
adopted the model pet food regulations 
established by the Association of 
American Feed Control Officials (AAFCO). 
These regulations are more specific in 
nature, covering aspects of labeling such 
as the product name, the guaranteed 
analysis, the nutritional adequacy 
statement, feeding directions, and calorie 
statements.

PRODUCT NAME
The product name can be a key factor 
in the consumer's decision to buy the 
product. For that reason, manufacturers 
often use fanciful names or other 
techniques to emphasize a particular 
aspect of the product. Because many 
consumers purchase a product based 
on the presence of a specific ingredient, 
many product names incorporate the 
name of an ingredient to highlight its 
inclusion in the product. The percentages 
of named ingredients in the total product 
are dictated by four AAFCO rules.

The "95%" rule applies to products 
consisting primarily of very few 
ingredients. They have simple names, 
such as "Beef for Dogs" or "Tuna Cat 
Food." In these examples, at least 95% 
of the product must be the named 
ingredient (beef or tuna, respectively), 
not counting the water added for 
processing and "condiments." Counting 
the added water, the named ingredient 
still must comprise 70% of the product. 
Because ingredient lists must be declared 
in the proper order of predominance by 
weight, "beef" or "tuna" should be the 
first ingredient listed, followed often by 
water, and then other components such 
as vitamins and minerals. If the name 
includes a combination of ingredients, 
such as "Chicken 'n Liver Dog Food," the 
two named ingredients together must 
comprise 95% of the total weight. The first 
ingredient named in the product name 
must be the one of higher predominance 
in the product. For example, the product 
could not be named "Lobster and Salmon 
for Cats" if there is more salmon than 
lobster in the product.

The "25%" or "dinner" rule applies to 
many canned and dry products. If the 
named ingredients comprise at least 25% 
of the product (not counting the water for 
processing), but less than 95%, the name 
must include a qualifying descriptive 
term, such as “Dinner” as in "Beef Dinner 
for Dogs." Counting the added water, the 
named ingredients still must comprise 
10% of the product. Many descriptors 
other than "dinner" are used, however, 
with "Platter," "Entree," "Nuggets" and 
"Formula" being a few examples. In the 
example “Beef Dinner for Dogs” only one-
quarter of the product must be beef, and 
beef would most likely be the third or 
fourth ingredient on the ingredient list. 
Because the primary ingredient is not 

always the named ingredient, and may in 
fact be an ingredient that the consumer 
does not wish to feed, the ingredient 
list should always be checked before 
purchase. For example, a cat owner 
may have learned from his or her finicky 
feline to avoid buying products with fish 
in it, because the cat doesn't like fish. 
However, a "Chicken Formula Cat Food" 
may not always be the best choice, since 
some "chicken formulas" may indeed 
contain fish, and sometimes may contain 
even more fish than chicken. A quick 
check of the ingredient list would avert 
this mistake.

If more than one ingredient is included 
in a "dinner" name, the combination of 
the named ingredients must total 25% 
of the product and be listed in the same 
order as found on the ingredient list. Also, 
each named ingredient must be at least 
3% of the total. Therefore, "Chicken n' Fish 
Dinner Cat Food" must have 25% chicken 
and fish combined, and at least 3% fish.

The "3%" or "with" rule was originally 
intended to apply only to ingredients 
highlighted on the principal display 
panel, but outside the product name, in 
order to allow manufacturers to point 
out the presence of minor ingredients 
that were not added in sufficient quantity 
to merit a "dinner" claim. For example, 
a "Cheese Dinner," with 25% cheese, 
would not be feasible or economical to 
produce, but either a "Beef Dinner for 
Dogs" or "Chicken Formula Cat Food" 
could include a side burst "with cheese" 
if at least 3% cheese is added. The AAFCO 
model regulations now allow use of the 
term "with" as part of the product name, 
such as "Dog Food With Beef" or "Cat Food 
With Chicken." Now, even a minor change 
in the wording of the name has a dramatic 

Continued on page 8
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impact on the minimum amount of the 
named ingredient required, e.g., a can of 
"Cat Food With Tuna" could be confused 
with a can of "Tuna Cat Food," but, 
whereas the latter example must contain 
at least 95% tuna, the first needs only 3%. 
Therefore, the consumer must read labels 
carefully before purchase to ensure that 
the desired product is obtained.

Under the "flavor" rule, a specific 
percentage is not required, but a product 
must contain an amount sufficient to be 
able to be detected. There are specific 
test methods, using animals trained to 
prefer specific flavors, which can be used 
to confirm this claim. In the example of 
"Beef Flavor Dog Food," the word "flavor" 
must appear on the label in the same size, 
style and color as the word "beef." The 
corresponding ingredient may be beef, 
but more often it is another substance 
that will give the characterizing flavor, 
such as beef meal or beef by-products.

With respect to flavors, pet foods often 
contain "digests," which are materials 
treated with heat, enzymes and/or acids 
to form concentrated natural flavors. Only 
a small amount of a "chicken digest" is 
needed to produce a "Chicken Flavored 
Cat Food," even though no actual chicken 
is added to the food. Stocks or broths are 
also occasionally added. Whey is often 
used to add a milk flavor. Often labels 
will bear a claim of "no artificial flavors." 
Actually, artificial flavors are rarely used 
in pet foods. The major exception to that 
would be artificial smoke or bacon flavors, 
which are added to some treats.

NET QUANTITY STATEMENT
The net quantity statement tells you how 
much product is in the container. There 
are many FDA regulations dictating the 
format, size and placement of the net 
quantity statement. None of these do 

any good if the consumer does not check 
the quantity statements, especially when 
comparing the cost of products. For 
example, a 14-ounce can of food may 
look identical to the one-pound can of 
food right next to it. Also, dry products 
may differ greatly in density, especially 
some of the "lite" products. Thus, a bag 
that may typically hold 40 pounds of food 
may only hold 35 pounds of a food that 
is "puffed up." A cost-per-ounce or per-
pound comparison between products is 
always prudent.

MANUFACTURER'S NAME 
AND ADDRESS

The "manufactured by..." statement 
identifies the party responsible for 
the quality and safety of the product 
and its location. If the label says 
"manufactured for..." or "distributed by...," 
the food was manufactured by an outside 
manufacturer, but the name on the label 
still designates the responsible party. 
Not all labels include a street address 
along with the city, state, and zip code, 
but by law, it should be listed in either a 
city directory or a telephone directory. 
Many manufacturers also voluntarily 
include a toll-free number on the label for 
consumer inquiries. If a consumer has a 
question or complaint about the product, 
he or she should not hesitate to use this 
information to contact the responsible 
party.

INGREDIENT LIST
All ingredients are required to be listed 
in order of predominance by weight. The 
weights of ingredients are determined 
as they are added in the formulation, 
including their inherent water content. 
This latter fact is important when 
evaluating relative quantity claims, 
especially when ingredients of different 
moisture contents are compared.

For example, one pet food may list "meat" 
as its first ingredient, and "corn" as the 
second ingredient. The manufacturer 
doesn't hesitate to point out that its 
competitor lists "corn" first ("meat meal" 
is second), suggesting the competitor's 
product has less animal-source protein 
than its own. However, meat is very high 
in moisture (approximately 75% water). 
On the other hand, water and fat are 
removed from meat meal, so it is only 10% 
moisture (what's left is mostly protein 
and minerals). If we could compare 
both products on a dry matter basis 
(mathematically "remove" the water from 
both ingredients), one could see that the 
second product had more animal-source 
protein from meat meal than the first 
product had from meat, even though the 
ingredient list suggests otherwise.

That is not to say that the second product 
has more "meat" than the first, or in fact, 
any meat at all. Meat meal is not meat per 
se, since most of the fat and water have 
been removed by rendering. Ingredients 
must be listed by their "common or usual" 
name. Most ingredients on pet food labels 
have a corresponding definition in the 
AAFCO Official Publication. For example, 
"meat" is defined as the "clean flesh of 
slaughtered mammals and is limited to...
the striate muscle...with or without the 
accompanying and overlying fat and the 
portions of the skin, sinew, nerve and 
blood vessels which normally accompany 
the flesh." On the other hand, "meat meal" 
is "the rendered product from mammal 
tissues, exclusive of any added blood, 
hair, horn, hide trimmings, manure, 
stomach and rumen contents." Thus, in 
addition to the processing, it could also 
contain parts of animals one would not 
think of as "meat." Meat meal may not 
be very pleasing to think about eating 
yourself, even though it can contain more 
minerals than meat. However, animals do 
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not share in people's aesthetic concerns 
about the source and composition of 
their food. Regardless, the distinction 
must be made in the ingredient list (and 
in the product name). For this reason, a 
product containing "lamb meal" cannot 
be named a "Lamb Dinner."

Further down the ingredient list, the 
"common or usual" names become less 
common or usual to most consumers. The 
majority of ingredients with chemical-
sounding names are, in fact, vitamins, 
minerals, or other nutrients. Other 
possible ingredients may include artificial 
colors, stabilizers, and preservatives. All 
should be either "Generally Recognized 
As Safe (GRAS)" or approved food 
additives for their intended uses.

If scientific data are presented that 
show a health risk to animals of an 
ingredient or additive, the FDA’s Center 
for Veterinary Medicine (CVM) can act 
to prohibit or modify its use in pet food. 
For example, propylene glycol was used 
as a humectant in soft-moist pet foods, 
which helps retain water and gives these 
products their unique texture and taste. 
It was affirmed Generally Recognized 
As Safe (GRAS) for use in human and 
animal food before the advent of soft-
moist foods. It was known for some time 
that propylene glycol caused Heinz Body 
formation in the red blood cells of cats 
(small clumps of proteins seen in the cells 
when viewed under the microscope), 
but it could not be shown to cause overt 
anemia or other clinical effects. However, 
reports in the veterinary literature of 
scientifically sound studies have shown 
that propylene glycol reduces the red 
blood cell survival time, renders red 
blood cells more susceptible to oxidative 
damage, and has other adverse effects in 
cats consuming the substance at levels 
found in soft-moist food. In light of these 

new data, CVM amended the regulations 
to expressly prohibit the use of propylene 
glycol in cat foods.

Another pet food additive of some 
controversy is ethoxyquin, which was 
approved as a food additive over forty-five 
years ago for use as an antioxidant chemical 
preservative to help prevent the destruction 
of some vitamins and related compounds 
in animal foods and to help prevent 
peroxide from forming in canned pet foods. 
In the 1990s, CVM began receiving reports 
from dog owners attributing the presence 
of ethoxyquin in the dog food with a 
myriad of adverse effects, such as allergic 
reactions, skin problems, major organ 
failure, behavior problems, and cancer. 
However, there was a paucity of available 
scientific data to support these contentions, 
or to show other adverse effects in dogs 
at levels approved for use in dog foods. 
Subsequent studies by the manufacturer 
of ethoxyquin showed a dose-dependent 
accumulation of a hemoglobin-related 
pigment in the liver, as well as increases in 
the levels of liver-related enzymes in the 
blood. Although these changes are due to 
ethoxyquin in the diet, the pigment is not 
made from ethoxyquin itself, and the health 
significance of these findings is unknown. 
Nevertheless, CVM has asked the pet food 
industry to voluntarily lower the maximum 
level of use of ethoxyquin in dog foods from 
150 ppm (0.015%) to 75 ppm. Regardless, 
most pet foods that contained ethoxyquin 
never exceeded the lower amount, even 
before this recommended change.

GUARANTEED ANALYSIS
At minimum, many state regulations 
require a pet food to guarantee the 
minimum percentages of crude protein 
and crude fat, and the maximum 
percentages of crude fiber and moisture. 
The "crude" term refers to the specific 
method of testing the product, not to the 

quality of the nutrient itself.

Some manufacturers include guarantees 
for other nutrients as well. The maximum 
percentage of ash (the mineral 
component) is often guaranteed, 
especially on cat foods. Cat foods 
commonly bear guarantees for taurine 
and magnesium as well. For dog foods, 
minimum percentage levels of calcium, 
phosphorus, sodium, and linoleic acid are 
found on some products.

Guarantees are declared on an "as fed" or 
"as is" basis, that is, the amounts present in 
the product as it is found in the can or bag. 
This doesn't have much bearing when 
the guarantees of two products of similar 
moisture content are compared (for 
example, a dry dog food versus another 
dry dog food). However, when comparing 
the guaranteed analyses between dry 
and canned products, one will note that 
the levels of crude protein and most 
other nutrients are much lower for the 
canned product. This can be explained by 
looking at the relative moisture contents. 
Canned foods typically contain 75-78% 
moisture, whereas dry foods contain only 
10-12% moisture. To make meaningful 
comparisons of nutrient levels between a 
canned and dry product, they should be 
expressed on the same moisture basis.

The most accurate means of doing this 
is to convert the guarantees for both 
products to a moisture-free or dry matter 
basis. The percentage of dry matter of 
the product is equal to 100% minus the 
percentage of moisture guaranteed on 
the label. A dry food is approximately 88-
90% dry matter, while a canned food is 
only about 22-25% dry matter. To convert 
a nutrient guarantee to a dry matter basis, 
the percent guarantee should be divided 
by the percentage of the dry matter, 

Continued on page 10
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then multiplied by 100. For example, 
a canned food guarantees 8% crude 
protein and 75% moisture (or 25% dry 
matter), while a dry food contains 27% 
crude protein and 10% moisture (or 90% 
dry matter). Which has more protein, the 
dry or canned? Calculating the dry matter 
protein of both, the canned contains 32% 
crude protein on a dry matter basis (8/25 
X 100 = 32), while the dry has only 30% 
on a dry matter basis (27/90 X 100 = 30). 
Thus, although it looks like the dry has 
a lot more protein, when the water is 
counted out, the canned actually has a 
little more. An easier way is to remember 
that the amount of dry matter in the dry 
food is about four times the amount in a 
canned product. To compare guarantees 
between a dry and canned food, multiply 
the guarantees for the canned food times 
four first.

It is especially important to look at the 
moisture guarantee for canned foods, 
even when comparing a canned food 
with another canned. Under AAFCO 
regulations, the maximum percentage 
moisture content for a pet food is 78%, 
except for products labeled as a "stew," 
"in sauce," "in gravy," or similar terms. 
The extra water gives the product the 
qualities needed to have the appropriate 
texture and fluidity. Some of these 
exempted products have been found to 
contain as much as 87.5% moisture. This 
doesn't sound like much difference until 
the dry matter contents are compared. 
For example, a product with a guarantee 
of 87.5% moisture contains 12.5% dry 
matter, only half as much as a product 
with a 75% moisture guarantee (25% dry 
matter).

NUTRITIONAL ADEQUACY 
STATEMENT

Any claim that a product is "complete," 

"balanced," "100% nutritious," or claims of 
a similarly nature that suggests a product 
is suitable for sole nourishment when it is 
not, in fact, nutritionally adequate for such 
purpose is a potentially unsafe product. 
For this reason, an AAFCO nutritional 
adequacy statement is one of the most 
important aspects of a dog or cat food 
label. A "complete and balanced" pet 
food must be substantiated for nutritional 
adequacy by one of two means.

The first method is for the pet food 
to contain ingredients formulated to 
provide levels of nutrients that meet 
an established profile. Presently, the 
AAFCO Dog or Cat Food Nutrient Profiles 
are used. Products substantiated by 
this method should include the words, 
"(Name of product) is formulated to meet 
the nutritional levels established by the 
AAFCO (Dog/Cat) Food Nutrient Profiles." 
This means the product contains the 
proper amount of all recognized essential 
nutrients needed to meet the needs of 
the healthy animal.

The alternative means of substantiating 
nutritional adequacy is for the product to 
be tested using the appropriate AAFCO 
Feeding Trial Protocol(s). This means 
that the product, or "lead" member of a 
"family" of products, has been fed to dogs 
or cats under strict guidelines and found to 
provide proper nutrition. These products 
should bear the nutritional adequacy 
statement "Animal feeding tests using 
AAFCO procedures substantiate that 
(name of product) provides complete and 
balanced nutrition."

Regardless of the method used, the 
nutritional adequacy statement will also 
state for which life stage(s) the product 
is suitable, such as "for maintenance," 
or "for growth." A product intended 
"for all life stages" meets the more 

stringent nutritional needs for growth 
and reproduction. A maintenance ration 
will meet the needs of an adult, non-
reproducing dog or cat of normal activity, 
but may not be sufficient for a growing, 
reproducing, or hard-working animal. On 
the other hand, an all life stages ration 
can be fed for maintenance. Although 
the higher levels of nutrients would not 
be harmful to the healthy adult animal, 
they are not really necessary. Occasionally 
a product may be labeled for a more 
specific use or life stage, such as "senior" 
or for a specific size or breed. However, 
there is little information as to the true 
dietary needs of these more specific 
uses, and no rules governing these types 
of statements have been established. 
Thus, a "senior" diet must meet the 
requirements for adult maintenance, but 
no more. A product that does not meet 
either of the methods for substantiation 
of nutritional adequacy must state that 
"this product is intended for intermittent 
or supplemental feeding only," unless the 
product is conspicuously identified as a 
“snack,” “treat.” or “supplement.

FEEDING DIRECTIONS
Feeding directions instruct the consumer 
on how much product should be 
offered to the animal. At minimum, 
they should include verbiage such as 
"feed ___ cups per ___ pounds of body 
weight daily." On some small cans, this 
may be all the information that can fit. 
The feeding directions should be taken 
as rough guidelines, a place to start. 
Breed, temperament, environment, and 
many other factors can influence food 
intake. Manufacturers attempt to cover 
almost all contingencies by setting the 
directions for the most demanding. The 
best suggestion is to offer the prescribed 
amount at first, and then to increase or 
cut back as needed to maintain body 
weight in adults or to achieve proper rate 
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"What we see depends mainly on 

what we look for", 

Sir John Lubbock. The beauties 

of nature and the wonders of 

the world we live in 1892.

of gain in puppies and kittens. A nursing 
mother should be offered all the food she 
wants to eat.

CALORIE STATEMENT
Pet foods can vary greatly in calorie 
content, even among foods of the same 
type (dry, canned) and formulated for 
the same life stage. Feeding directions 
vary among manufacturers, too, so the 
number of calories delivered in a daily 
meal of one food may be quite different 
from another. The number of calories in a 
product roughly relates to the amount of 
fat, although varying levels of non-calorie-
containing components, such as water 
and fiber, can throw this correlation off. 
The best way for consumers to compare 
products and determine how much to 
be fed is to know the calorie content. 
AAFCO regulations have been developed 
to allow manufacturers to substantiate 
calorie content and include a statement.

The calorie statement must be expressed 
on a "kilocalories per kilogram" basis. 
Kilocalories are the same as the "Calories" 
consumers are used to seeing on food 
labels. A "kilogram" is a unit of metric 
measurement equal to 2.2 pounds. 
Manufacturers are also required to 
express the calories in familiar household 
units (for example, "per cup" or "per 

can") along with the required kilocalories 
per kilogram statement. As with the 
guaranteed analysis, the calorie statement 
is made on an "as fed" basis, so corrections 
for moisture content must be made as 
described above. To roughly compare the 
caloric content values between a canned 
and a dry food, multiply the value for the 
canned food by four.

OTHER LABEL CLAIMS
Many pet foods are labeled as "premium," 
and some now are "super premium" and 
even "ultra premium." Other products 
are touted as "gourmet" items. Products 
labeled as premium or gourmet are not 
required to contain any different or higher 
quality ingredients, nor are they held up 
to any higher nutritional standards than 
are any other complete and balanced 
products.

The term "natural" is often used on pet 
food labels, although that term does not 
have an official definition either. AAFCO 
has developed a feed term definition 
for what types of ingredients can be 
considered “natural” and “Guidelines for 
Natural Claims” for pet foods.  For the 
most part, "natural" can be construed as 
equivalent to a lack of artificial flavors, 
artificial colors, or artificial preservatives 
in the product. As mentioned above, 

artificial flavors are rarely employed 
anyway. Artificial colors are not really 
necessary, except to please the pet 
owner's eye. If used, they must be from 
approved sources, the same as for human 
foods. Especially for high-fat dry products, 
some form of preservative must be used 
to prevent rancidity. Natural-source 
preservatives, such as mixed tocopherols 
(a source of vitamin E), can be used in 
place of artificial preservatives. However, 
they may not be as effective.

"Natural" is not the same as "organic." The 
latter term refers to the conditions under 
which the plants were grown or animals 
were raised. There are no official rules 
governing the labeling of organic foods 
for pets at this time, but the United States 
Department of Agriculture is developing 
regulations dictating what types of 
synthetic additives, such as vitamins and 
purified amino acids, may be used in pet 
foods labeled as organic.

Pet owners and veterinary professionals 
have a right to know what they are feeding 
their animals. The pet food label contains 
a wealth of information, if one knows how 
to read it. Do not be swayed by the many 
marketing gimmicks or eye-catching 
claims. If there is a question about the 
product, contact the manufacturer or ask 
an appropriate regulatory agency.
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