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YOUR DOG'S FOOD:
READ AND UNDERSTAND THE LABELS

By Lisa R. Davis, J.D.

Most of the information that you need to determine the quality of the food that you are feeding vour dog
can be found on the product package; however, even after reading the label it is not always easy to tell what
you are getting. Reading and understanding the food manufacturers’ list of ingredients is a vital necessity
when selecting a dog food. The following basic information is provided to assist you in selecting a dog
food by briefly explaining labeling and defining commonly used ingredients.

Labeling laws require manufacturers to list ingredients in descending order of weight before the food is
cooked or processed. The ingredient weighing the most (prior to cooking) is listed first; the second heaviest
ingredient is listed second, and so on. For example, if the first ingredient listed is corn, then there is more
corn (by weight prior to cooking) in the food than anything else. However, interpreting an ingredient listing
can bemcky when a particular ingredient contains mostly water which will evaporate during cooking or

processing. Typically, the combination of the first 4 to 5 ingredients listed on the package will equal 75%
of the food (by weight prior to cooking) and are an extremely accurate indicator of the quality of a
particular food.

With an understanding of how to read an ingredients label, you can now begin to understand the actual
meaning of some of the most common dog food ingredient listings, which are: Lamb/Chicken Meat;
Lamb/Chicken Meal;, By-Products; Digest; Grains, Vegetables, and Fillers. (Note: The topic of Vitamins
and Minerals and the topic of Preservatives will be addressed in two future articles.)

MEAT AND MEAL

What is the difference between the ingredient listing Meat and the ingredient listing Meal? The principle
component of chicken meat is water. By weight, a chicken is 70-75% water. So actually, when you see
"chicken" or "lamb" on the top of an ingredient list, it means the water weight in the raw (wet) meat is what
qualified it to be first. After the cooking process, where up to 75% of the chicken evaporates, the actual
chicken content is reduced to being the 4th or 5th ingredient in your dog's food. So for every five pounds of
raw (wet) meat used in some brands of dog food, as little as one pound may end up in the finished product.
This oceurs because 75% of a raw (wet) chicken is water, which evaporates during the cocking process.

On the other hand, meal is fresh meat, with the water and fat already removed. It takes 5 pounds of fresh
chicken meat to make 1 pound of meal. So whesn you see chicken meal of lamb meal listed as the first
ingredient on a dog food label, the chicken or lamb is really in the bag where it counts as a superior food
source for your dog,

Be suspect of the generic Meat Meal ingredient listing, as the type of meat is unidentified. This mystery
meat can contain cattle, swine, sheep and/or goats. Often times when this meat meal is used in dog food, it
13becauseuhnsbeenlabe]edandmldtothedogfbodmmfmﬂn&sasmxpemve4—D meat. In the meat
packing industry, 4-D means the animal was diseased, disabled, dying, or dead upon its arrival at slaughter.
In other words, nmunﬁtfurmmnwnmunplmsomssuldwdogfooﬂmﬂmﬁmﬂmandmedmlm
quality dog foods.






