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fat diet. When sedentary dogs 
are conditioned in addition 
to eating a high-fat diet, their 
ability to burn energy increases 
even more (Coffman, n.d.). Of 
course, we recommend pro-
viding your dog with age and 
health-appropriate exercise 
opportunities to avoid weight 
gain. Besides, exercising with 
your dog, even if it’s a walk 
around your neighbourhood, 
offers excellent socialization 
and mental stimulation for him, 
as well as deepening the bond 
the two of you share.

So, while it’s not unusual 
for human athletes to “carb 
load” before a marathon run, 
this philosophy does not work 
for dogs (Coffman, n.d.). Dogs 
also generate less body heat 
when burning fat, enabling 
them to remain cooler, which is 
especially important in warmer 
climates (Gillette, 1999). And, 
since fats contain more than 
twice the kcal (Calories) per 
gram of food than carbohy-
drates or protein (8.5 kcal per 
gram compared to 3.5 kcal for 
carbs and protein), dogs can eat 
a smaller portion of a high-fat 
diet and still obtain the energy 
they need (Coffman, n.d.). Sled 
dogs, the ultimate endurance 
dogs, thrive on a high fat diet 
(>50% of the energy) (Hill, 
1998). You will need to figure 
out where your dog falls on the 
“endurance scale” to determine 
his optimum fat requirements.

Endurance activities also 
increase a dog’s need for high 
quality animal protein, which 
provides the amino acids nec-

essary to repair and rebuild 
muscle tissue and is also neces-
sary to prevent anemia that can 
result from training (known as 
“sports anemia”) (Gillette, 1999; 
Hill, 1998). In one study, sled 
dogs fed a diet containing 28% 
protein showed a decline in 
hematocrit (packed red blood 
cells), but those fed a diet con-
taining 32% or greater of pro-
tein did not (Hill, 1998).

If your dog participates in 
activities that require shorter 
bursts of energy, his dietary 
needs will differ because he’ll 
be using the ATP-CP system 
and the glycolytic system. Dogs 
in this category are not in mo-
tion long enough for their bod-
ies to access the longer-duration 
oxidative energy system. These 
athletes require a basal diet that 
emphasizes a high percentage 
of carbohydrates, which fuels 
glycolysis, along with protein 
(Gillette, 1999). Bear in mind, 
however, that if your dog re-
peats these short bursts of 
activity, his body will eventu-
ally begin using the oxidative 
system and he’ll require the 
addition of more fat to delay 
fatigue during later competi-
tions (Gillette, 1999).

Note: Don’t expect immedi-
ate results when you change 
your dog’s diet; it can take be-
tween four to six weeks for his 
body to adapt, especially when 
switching to a higher-fat diet 
(Gillette, 2009).

Another factor to consider is 
that environmental conditions 
such as temperature, humidity 
and even wind conditions af-

fect the amount of energy a dog 
burns during exercise. Be sure 
to account for these variables 
and adjust your dog’s caloric 
intake accordingly. If your dog 
trains outside during the win-
ter, for example, you’ll need to 
increase his energy to compen-
sate for the extra calories he’ll 
burn trying to stay warm.

Added nutrients and 
supplements for athletic 

dogs
The following nutrients will 

help support your canine ath-
lete’s performance and stamina:

• Antioxidants, such as 
carotenoids, Co-QlO, berries 
and pomegranate to combat 
oxidative stress produced dur-
ing workouts.

• Bioactive nutrients, such 
as purslane, king of bitters, 
flame of the forest, milk thistle 
{Silyhum marianum), purple 
coneflower {Echinacea angus-
tifolia), curcumin, Siberian 
gingseng, valerian root and 
chamomile.

• Lutein (2-2.5 mg per 
pound) to protect and stabilize 
the cell membrane, regulating 
the immune response.

• Omega-3s to combat in-
flammation.

• Niacin for red blood cell 
production and to help with 
carbohydrate metabolism.

• Taurine (250 to 1000 mg 
twice daily) to assist immune 
function and protect the heart.

• Thiamin to help minimize 
the effects of stress.

• Vitamin A for ligament 
and tendon health.

• Vitamin B12 to help with 
protein synthesis and formation 
of red blood cells and haemo-
globin.

• Vitamin C to facilitate 
lactic acid depletion caused by 
muscle exertion (also antioxi-
dant) (dose: additional 250 to 
1000 mg of Ester C daily, based 
on the dog’s weight and degree 
of exertion).

• Vitamin D to maintain 
proper calcium: phosphorous 
balance.

* Vitamin E to support en-
durance and agility (also an-
tioxidant) (additional 100 to 
600 IU daily, depending upon 
the dog’s weight and degree of 
exertion).

• Vitamin K to maintain 
proper blood conditions (not 
imitation vitamin K3!). (Gil-
lette, 1999; Piercy et ah, 2001; 
Wills & Simpson, 1994)

Water: the ultimate 
nutrient

Dehydration, which results 
from an excessive loss of water 
in the body, is a dangerous 
condition that requires immedi-
ate medical attention because 
dogs don’t sweat through their 
skin as people do. Active dogs-
especially those that perform in 
hot climates or during summer 
months-are particularly vulner-
able. Drinking water will cool 
your dog’s body from the inside 
and help prevent him from 
overheating. Try flavoring your 
dog’s water with a little broth or 

freezing broth in ice cube trays 
to encourage drinking.

Pregnant bitches
Gestation (pregnancy) in 

dogs lasts between 56 to 66 
days and averages 63 days. 
Since puppies in the womb 
don’t grow much during the 
first four to five weeks of preg-
nancy, pregnant bitches don’t 
require extra energy or nu-
trients during this time and 
should continue to consume the 
same amount of their regular 
high quality maintenance diet. 
In fact, overfeeding a pregnant 
dog during the first four to five 
weeks can result in undesir-
able weight gain and lead to 
complications during delivery. 
A pregnant dog might also lose 
her appetite around the third 
week of gestation, which is 
normal and typically doesn’t 
indicate a problem. However, 
if she continues to refuse food 
after a few days, consult your 
veterinarian (Case et ah, 2011).

The critical growth period 
for puppies in the womb occurs 
after week five until parturition 
(delivery); during this time, the 
puppies will require additional 
nutrition to ensure optimal pre-
natal development. Gradually 
increase the pregnant dog’s 
food consumption during the 
last three to four weeks of preg-
nancy, so that by the time of 
whelping she has gained 15 to 
25% of her normal body weight. 
Depending upon her size and 
the size of her litter, she’ll need 
to eat about 25 to 50% more 
than her maintenance diet to 
achieve this weight increase 
(Case et ak, 2011).

As long as you feed your 
pregnant dog a diet properly 
balanced for gestation, addi-
tional calcium supplementation 
is usually not required, and 
may even prove harmful.

Although little research has 
been conducted in dogs, studies of 
dairy cattle indicate that consum-
ing a high-calcium diet during 
pregnancy can increase the inci-
dence of eclampsia (also known as 
“milk fever,” post-partum hypocal-
cemia, puerperal tetany or parturi-
ent paresis), a condition exhibited 
during lactation. Milk fever occurs 
when the body cannot adequately 
mobilize calcium reserves from the 
bones to replace the calcium that 
has been diverted to milk produc-
tion. The resulting low blood cal-
cium levels can result in weakness, 
loss of appetite, tetany (muscle 
spasms and cramps), convulsive 
seizures and heart failure (Case et 
ah, 2011). Small breed bitches with 
large litters are most often affected, 
typically at peak lactation (two 
to three weeks after whelping). 
Over-supplementation of vitamin 
A should also be avoided, as it can 
increase the likelihood of cleft pal-
ates (Blasa, Booles & Burger, 1989; 
Merck Veterinary Manual, 2011; 
Segal, 2007). In smaller breeds, fo-
lic acid deficiency has been linked 
to the formation of cleft palates, 
although proof of the association 
is unclear.

Omega-3 fatty acid (EPA and 
DHA) supplements from fish oil 
and other marine sources are es-
pecially important for both preg-
nant and lactating dogs because 
the physiological stress of these 
conditions reduces the status of 
these nutrients. The greater the 
number of puppies in the litter, the 
more the nutrient status is reduced 
(Case et al., 2011).
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