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A Vegan Diet for Dogs and Cats  
May Improve Health Outcomes and Longevity

In the past decade, men and women around the 
globe have transitioned to a vegan diet in record 
numbers, propelled largely by a growing body of 
research pointing to better health outcomes, and by 
catastrophic weather events and wildfires that fuel 
concerns about the contribution of animal-based 
food production to climate change. Many are driven 
by ethical considerations, given revelations about 
treatment of animals in slaughterhouses and feedlots, 
alongside increased awareness of the sentience and 
cognition of species of all kinds, including those used 
for food. The result is an emerging cultural shift – one 
that is also gaining prominence in the conversation 
regarding dietary choices for companion animals. As 
a result, animal health professionals are called upon to 
join this conversation with open eyes, an open mind, and 
the flexibility to acknowledge and respond effectively 
to clients and consumers as they explore plant-based 
options for their dogs and cats. 

Consumers who reduce their consumption of animal 
products for health reasons are motivated by reports of 
increased longevity, reduced risk of cancer, better weight 
management, increased energy, and more. As they begin to 
feel better, lose weight, and see improvements in their own 
health metrics, they often wonder if their dogs’ or cats’ health 
might benefit from a similar dietary change. Even among those 
who eat meat themselves, the steady stream of news about the 
health benefits of a vegan diet weigh heavily after grieving one 
more beloved dog or cat who succumbed too early to cancer, 
or who seemed to age too soon or deteriorate too quickly.

For a caregiver who chooses a vegan diet due to 
environmental concerns, it’s a short step to recognise that a 
companion’s meat-based diet also contributes to depletion 
of water supplies and rainforests, and to the production of 
methane and other greenhouse gasses. The higher proportion 
of animal products in the typical meat-based diet for a dog or 
cat means the impact is greater as well. A 70-pound canine 
eating a raw meat diet consumes roughly twice as many 
calories from animal sources as a meat-eating human, with 
twice the environmental impact.1 The effects of a feline diet 
are even more pronounced.

Many who chose a vegan diet out of concern for the 
animals used as food struggle daily when they feel compelled 
to include meat in their companions’ meals. Many times, 
I’ve heard the strain of conflicting priorities as a caregiver 
chafes against the perceived need to feed meat, in direct 
opposition to a desire to extend compassion to all species. 
For that individual, the revulsion that comes with handling 
animal flesh at mealtimes is not only unpleasant but can 
itself become unhealthy.

Certainly, there is good reason for caregivers to explore 
options for feeding a vegan diet to their animal friends – and 
to seek ways to do it safely and sensibly. It’s incumbent upon 
us, then, to examine the options and understand the issues 
so we can provide sound recommendations and resources 
in support of that effort.

Is It Natural?
A discussion about whether a vegan diet is safe for a dog 
or cat often begins with concerns that it’s not natural, 
based on an assumed need for what has been called the 
“ancestral diet.” It’s true that canines and felines descended 
from predators who relied on the flesh of other animals for 
sustenance, so – it might seem – a vegan diet is clearly 
not natural, and therefore cannot possibly be safe. But in 
fact, the dietary needs of our household companions are 
decidedly different from those of their ancestors, due to 
changes wrought by thousands of years of domestication. 
Clearly a Dachshund is not a wolf, and a Tabby is not a tiger. 

Consider our dogs, whose genetic profile diverged from 
wolves as they evolved alongside humans. A wolf does rely 
on other animals as his primary food source. But he also 
routinely ingests grasses, acorns, berries and other fruits, and 
the stomach contents of his herbivorous prey. Dogs are even 
better suited for eating plants, including the grains and other 
higher-carbohydrate foods they have for millennia shared 
with humans. A comprehensive study of the genomes of 
wolves and dogs found changes in ten genes related to the 
digestion of carbohydrates. Because of these differences, 
dogs are far better able to convert starch into glucose, and 
more efficient at transporting glucose from the intestines into 
the bloodstream.2 Plainly, dogs are quite capable of digesting 
the grains,3 vegetables, and legumes that constitute a vegan 
diet. 

The wild ancestors of cats are, of course, true carnivores. 
However, our domestic cats have also evolved a greater 
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ability to metabolise carbohydrates. Caregivers are familiar 
with their cats’ propensity to eat grass (and the occasional 
favourite houseplant), and their intriguing affinity for corn, 
melon, and other plants. Indeed, commercial cat foods are 
typically 20% to 40% carbohydrates, with ingredients like 
grains, potatoes, and legumes necessary for processing.4 Still, 
cats lack the ability to produce some essential nutrients, such 
as taurine and arachidonic acid, that are not widely available 
in plant foods. Nevertheless, if we assess a cat’s needs in 
terms of nutrients rather than ingredients, we can construct 
a nutritionally sound diet using plant-based ingredients 
augmented with appropriate supplementation. There’s good 
reason to consider doing so, as we’ll see.

Domestication has also changed the animals we feed 
to dogs and cats, therefore the meats we use in today’s 
“ancestral” or “species appropriate” diets are substantially 
different from the foods our companions’ ancestors ate. A wolf 
or tiger might prey on a water buffalo, antelope, quail, beaver, 
or wild hare, all decidedly different from the cows, chickens, 
and sheep we feed our companions. Furthermore, today’s 
feed animals are often dosed heavily with antibiotics, eat 
grains that are genetically modified and treated with chemical 
pesticides and fertilisers, and face the stresses inherent in 
modern feed and slaughter operations – all of which are 
present in the meat consumed by companion animals, and 
none of which should be considered part of a “natural” diet.

Can a Dog or Cat Thrive Without Meat?
When we evaluate the diet based on nutrients rather than 
ingredients, we find all necessary macro- and micronutrients 
readily available using plant foods and, for cats, adding 
appropriate supplementation. (See guidelines below.) 

What may be less obvious is that a plant-based diet may in 
fact be healthier for our companions. It is heartrending to hear 

long-time veterinarians describe the dramatic increase in 
cancer among their patients. These dedicated professionals 
who have been treating dogs and cats for decades suffer 
along with caregivers as they see more and more animals, 
at younger ages, succumb to the ravages of the dreaded 
disease. What could be causing the proliferation of cases?

We live in a toxic environment; industrial and agricultural 
chemicals are pervasive. They’re in our air, our soil, our rivers, 
our groundwater, in the rain as it falls. Inevitably, they’re also in 
our food supply. Even organically grown crops are tainted—it’s 
impossible to avoid contamination when these substances 
are ubiquitous. Even more troubling, due to bioaccumulation 
these toxic substances become more concentrated as we 
move higher up the food chain, so toxicity in the flesh of 
an animal is exponentially greater than in the plants he 
consumes.5

That’s not the worst of it. Consider the animal who eats the 
flesh of the animal carrying such high levels of contamination. 
Remember, a canine typically consumes a greater proportion 
of meat than an omnivorous human; a feline consumes even 
more. Both ingest toxic chemicals at disturbing levels every 
single day.

It’s a frightening reality and may be a critical factor in the 
tragic increase in cancers those seasoned veterinarians 
describe. When I give lectures on this topic, it’s not unusual 
to see heads nodding as I look around the room, as many 
recognise at last an explanation for what they’ve been 
struggling to address in their practices.

It’s well known that in humans, a vegan diet can reduce the 
risk of cancer, as well as diabetes, liver and kidney disease, 
gastrointestinal disturbances, arthritis, and obesity – all 
conditions that affect our dogs and cats. Whether this is due Carlyn Montes De Oca
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to lower levels of toxicity, higher levels of antioxidants and 
phytonutrients, improved gut microbiome, or a direct result 
of eliminating animal proteins, it’s impossible to say. Sadly, 
there is little data available to tell us whether eliminating 
animal products from our companions’ diets would provide 
similar benefits. It’s reasonable to expect it would.

It’s certainly consistent with changes I see when clients 
transition their animals to a vegan diet. Here are a few 
examples:

• Obesity. Grace was decidedly overweight when rescued 
from a shelter in New Mexico, U.S., but easily lost 16 pounds 
within the first year on her vegan diet. The reduced fat 
and calories and ample portions of fruits and vegetables 
allowed her to trim down without ever lacking in nutrition 
or feeling deprived.

• Gastrointestinal disturbance. I often see gastrointestinal 
disturbances resolve quickly with no treatment other than 
a change to a vegan diet, usually without an extended 
transition period. Atticus’ case was particularly dramatic. 
This sweet and mellow Cane Corso had ongoing upper 
and lower GI disturbances throughout his first 6½ years. 
He typically moved his bowels four times a day, and most 
stools were liquid. He had frequent bouts of anorexia 
and vomiting, on two occasions requiring emergency 
veterinary intervention. No illness, obstruction, or other 
causative factor could be identified. It was only when 
he was switched to a vegan diet that his GI function 
normalised.

• Food sensitivity. Patches was a long-haired calico cat 
who had suffered from food sensitivities most of her life. 

Soon after eating, she’d dash around her apartment, 
stopping only to frantically lick her coat or scratch. 
Initially, changing to a different commercial food 
solved the problem, but within a few months symptoms 
reappeared. By age nine Patches was reactive to every 
meat-based commercial or home-prepared food her 
caregiver offered. When she was switched to a vegan 
diet, the itching stopped and did not recur.

• Reduced mobility. At age 11½, Ocean had difficulty getting 
up, and walking was painful. Radiographs showed 
advanced arthritis in his hips and spine. Within two 
months on a vegan diet, Ocean’s mobility and energy 
level improved, and he and his dad were able to enjoy 
their walks along the coast at Figueira da Foz.

• Seizure disorder. Mira was having multiple seizures each 
day, while suffering severe side effects of potassium 
bromide and phenobarbital. She was put on a vegan 
diet and treated with homeopathy, and within weeks 
was free of seizures; she remained so after discontinuing 
pharmaceuticals. 

• Age-related degenerative changes. At 14, Dakota, a 
Chow cross, exhibited S-I joint pain, muscular soreness 
in the lumbar region, reduced hind-leg strength and 
motor control, inability to ascend stairs without panting, 
low energy, and a rough coat; lab results indicated early 
signs of kidney disease. After two weeks on a vegan diet, 
Dakota’s mobility had improved; she had less lumbar 
pain and a softer coat. After three weeks she was stronger, 
more playful, with less pain, and climbing stairs more 
easily and with no panting. After six months, her kidney 
function had normalised. Her caregiver reported that a 
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friend they hadn’t seen in some time saw Dakota playing 
and asked if this was a new puppy – and was amazed to 
learn that the “puppy” was a revitalised Dakota.

A Vegan Diet in Practice and Production
As we’ve seen, a vegan diet can play an important role 
in treatment and provide support for preventive care 
and longevity. But how best to guide veterinary clients in 
implementing it?

Like humans, dogs and cats thrive on a diet based on 
fresh, whole foods, with plenty of variety, drawing on an ever-
changing selection of ingredients. The Fresh and Flexible™ 
meal plan offers a simple guide for caregivers that applies 
these principles to optimise nutrition and is well suited to a 
plant-based diet.6 (For more on this approach, see “A New 
Approach to Optimizing Nutrition for Dogs and Cats” by this 
author in the Summer 2021 edition of this publication.7)

 
For most vegan dogs on the Fresh and Flexible meal plan, 

supplementation is not necessary if the plan is followed 
carefully using a variety of ingredients and the recommended 
nutrition boosters. However, since some breeds are unable 
to manufacture taurine, it’s advisable to add it, and essential 
when the dog’s breed is not certain. Since a plant-based 
diet tends to be lower in phosphorus, consider reducing or 
eliminating calcium supplementation typically included in 
meat-based diets, to avoid in improper calcium-phosphorus 
ratio. The supplement Vegedog™, made by Compassion Circle 
(www.CompassionCircle.com), is designed to accompany a 
vegan diet, and offers an added safeguard.

The Fresh and Flexible plan is also well suited to cats. 
However, since cats on a vegan diet do require supple-
mentation, Vegecat™, also available from Compassion 
Circle, is highly recommended to ensure all needs are  
met.

For those who rely on commercial foods, there is only a 
handful of vegan dog foods currently on the market, and 
fewer cat foods – with virtually none formulated for puppies, 
kittens, or seniors. Many are made with highly processed 
ingredients; as with any commercial diet, products made 
from whole foods are optimal. The limited number of options 
complicates efforts to feed a varied diet by rotating among 
several different brands.

This, of course, reveals an excellent opportunity for 
commercial food developers to fill an unmet, growing need. 
From 2019 through 2020, grocery sales of plant-based foods 
grew 43%, to $7 billion in 2020, while total grocery sales grew 
by just 17%.8 Since companion-animal food trends mirror 
those of their caregivers, a line of vegan foods made from 
whole foods and formulated for different life stages would 
meet a ready, burgeoning, underserved market.

A Simple Contribution with Far-Reaching Benefits
With caregivers’ growing interest in vegan diets for their 
companions, we have an opportunity to expand our options 
for addressing health issues at the most fundamental level 
of care. The meals our dogs and cats eat every day play 
a crucial role in their health, vitality, and longevity. If we 
can eliminate a potential cause of devastating illness and 
shortened lifespan with a simple change in diet, our clients 
and customers – and their companions – will benefit, as will 
we as we see them thrive. If at the same time we can make 
a contribution to a healthier planet and the well-being of 
all species, we will all take a welcome and worthwhile step 
toward a brighter future.
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