allergies in dogs

TO DIAGNOSE THEM, WE MUST FIRST UNDERSTAND THEM

Whenever people see a dog scratching, they usually think,
“He must have fleas.” While this is sometimes true, par-
ticularly in the South, fleas are only one of many reasons
that dogs may have skin problems, such as irritation, hair
loss or odor.

The question most often asked by owners of dogs with
skin or coat problems not directly attributed to fleas is,
“What is he allergic to?"

It takes careful evaluation and a common-sense
approach to figure out the answer. The majority of skin
problems can be traced to five types of dermatitis: nutri-
tional, parasitic, environmental, infectious and allergic
dermatitis. Let’s take a look at the causes and cures of the
two most common forms. Make a mental note as you're
reading to see if any of these symptoms apply to your dog.

Nutritional Dermatitis causes scratching of the entire
body especially the sides and neck area, chewing the base
of the tail and feet, skin odor, bumps on the skin, or a dull
or greasy coat. The most common cause is feeding inferior
food. Beware of the “complete and balanced” statement
on some pet food labels. Unfortunately, pet owners feel
secure feeding the least expensive foods because of this
statement.

What the label is not telling you is that you are feeding
your dog “junk food” with a few vitamins added. This is
comparable to our eating chips and candy bars versus a
well-balanced, home-cooked meal. The label on that bag of
chips makes it appear balanced because it does indeed
contain some vitamins, calcium and protein, yet it is full
of empty carbohydrates, fats and preservatives. Even
though it appeases hunger, it burns off rapidly leaving
the body tired.
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On the other hand, the home-cooked meal includes all
of the major food groups in a high-protein, low-carbohy-
drate, vitamin-enriched form. This means that the food is
digested and used by the body to maintain energy
throughout the day, not just for a few hours. The vitamins
are also absorbed by the body naturally when not covered
with fillers and preservatives.

Nutritional dermatitis caused by pet foods also stems
from the dyes and preservatives they contain. (Some of
the preservatives found in inferior pet foods or snacks are
also used in making automotive tires!) Pet food is often
manufactured to appeal to the pet owner’s eye because
dogs do not see color. Color makes the food look like it
tastes better when in actuality dye is one of the leading
causes of skin allergies.

I have seen hundreds of pet owners who were surprised
at the rapid skin and coat improvements made by simply
changing to a quality dog food. When choosing a food,
always read the label. The ingredients are listed in order
of quantity. A food high in protein, low in corn meal and
one which contains vegetables is optimal. There are many
holistic dog foods on the market today that also do not
contain dye or unnecessary preservatives.

Remember, changing your dog's diet should be done
gradually by mixing a small amount of the new food with
the existing food. Slowly change the ratio over a week or
more until you are feeding only the new food. This will
lessen your chances of upsetting your dog's digestive
system as he adjusts to his new diet.

Parasitic Dermatitis is the most often cited problem
by pet owners, who tend to think that a scratching dog
means fleas. Before making the diagnosis that fleas are
the only cause, be sure to look for a secondary problem as
well. However, sometimes there will be no sign of fleas
even though they are indeed the culprit. That's because
some dogs can be hypersensitive due to repeated exposure
to fleas, and a single bite can trigger allergic dermatitis,
with symptoms usually including a bump or blister where
the bite occurred, continuous licking or scratching of the






