
Obesity is recognized as a serious health concern
among Americans today, putting more and more of

us at risk for chronic illnesses and earlier mortality.
Unfortunately, the unhealthy eating habits of many
Americans often extend to their pets as well.  

Dr. Joe Bartges, professor of medicine and nutrition
with the University of Tennessee College of Veterinary
Medicine, summarizes the health risks in cats. “At a
cellular and metabolic level and in very simple terms,
obesity puts a strain on the system, which may result
in disease. Additionally, obesity is associated with
greater body weight and is an extra load that needs to
be carried.”

A Cornell College of Veterinary Medicine follow-up to
a 2,000-plus cat feline obesity study showed several
serious effects:

� Overweight cats, including those considered
“heavy” and “obese,” are four-and-a-half times more
likely to develop diabetes mellitus, compared to optimal
weight cats.

� Obese cats are seven times more likely to require
veterinary care for lameness, caused by joint diseases
such as arthritis or muscle injuries, compared to opti-
mal weight cats. Heavy cats are three times more likely
to suffer lameness. 

� Obese cats are three times more likely to be pre-
sented to veterinarians for non-allergic skin conditions,

probably because the cats cannot reach all parts of
their bodies to groom themselves properly.

� Obese cats are twice as likely to die in middle age,
which for cats is six to 12 years.

Taking Extra Steps
Should pets be put on special diets? “If they are
obese, then weight reduction diets are often required
to get the weight off. Historically, higher fiber and low
fat containing diets have been used,” says Dr.
Bartges.  

“Recently ‘Catkins’ diets have become available for
use in cats and some cats appear to respond to this
rather than the high fiber/low fat diets,” says Dr.
Bartges. “Atkins diets are basically high protein/low
carbohydrate diets with moderate amounts of fat,” he
explains. “The idea is to stimulate the body to metabo-
lize body fat for energy by restricting energy in the form
of carbohydrates.” (See May 2004 issue of CatWatch
for related article.)

“As cats are true carnivores, [Catkins] diets are more
likely to work; [however], it is still important to limit
energy intake to induce weight loss as animals can still
become obese on this diet if they take more energy in
than they use,” he says.  “Which will work best is hard
to say, but if one dietary strategy fails, then it’s worth
trying the other.”          By Deborah Nason

Obesity and Health Risks
Love doesn’t equal unlimited amounts of food. It’s better to keep your cat lean and healthy. 


