











































	Cat Food Category Report
	Introduction
	How we measured and reported contaminants
	per 1,000 kilocalories,
	Contaminant levels in this report are expressed                                                     not per kilogram of food (e.g., micrograms per 1,000 kilocalories, not parts per billion).
	This is especially significant in cat food, more so than in almost any other product category. The products in this study ranged from 547 to 5,290 kcal/kg—wet food is roughly a quarter as calorie-dense as dry, largely because wet food contains substantially more water than dry food. A cat eating wet food must consume about four times the weight of food to get the same calories. Because the water in wet food dilutes the contaminants present in the ingredients themselves, measuring per kilogram of food would make wet food look several times cleaner than it is, purely as an artifact of its water content.
	Likewise, while human foods can often be compared to third-party regulatory thresholds, few (if any) regulations exist surrounding these contaminants in cat food. The few reference values that do exist for animal feed—maximum tolerable levels published by the National Research Council and the Association of American Feed Control Officials (AAFCO)—were derived to prevent acute poisoning in livestock, not to protect a housecat eating the same food every day for fifteen years. These regulations, heavily influenced by trade, provide false security and a ready-made excuse to reassure consumers about the products’
	purported safety.
	Cat food servings are designed to meet the cat’s daily caloric needs, so the best way to understand and compare these data is to examine exposure per calorie consumed. To make the numbers easier to interpret, we converted the results to micrograms of contaminant per 1,000 calories. This only changes how the data are presented, not the findings themselves.


	We do not compare these results to regulatory thresholds because there aren’t any applicable standards.
	Executive summary — key findings
	A plasticizer is the second most common contaminant type in the category. DEHP,  a phthalate linked to hormone disruption, was detected in 48 of 100 products — more than anything except the heavy metals. It turns up at similar rates in every type of cat food—wet, dry, canned, and pouched—but canned and pouched products carry about five times as much.
	Bisphenols are now rarely detected in consumer products. BPA was found in  only two products and BPS in just one, consistent with the improvement seen  from packaging changes Clean Label Project® has documented across other product categories.

	Why cat food?
	Nearly two out of every five American homes have a cat. Today, 49 million U.S. households own a cat, up from 40 million in 2023, and the number of households with three or more cats increased by 36% from 2018 to 2024. The number of cat food brands has grown as well, with Cascadia Consulting estimating U.S. cat food and treat sales reached approximately $18.4 billion in 2025, up roughly 11%.
	Cat owners are increasingly choosing premium, natural, and specialty products, often assuming that a higher price or a cleaner ingredient label means a cleaner product.   Premium product sales have grown 6% since 2019. But whether these products actually contain fewer contaminants has never been evaluated across the category. Until now.     Cats are unique animals with unique dietary needs. As obligate carnivores, they eat a     high-protein diet drawn heavily from animal tissue, including fish that can contain mercury.    Their kidneys carry the long-term burden of metal accumulation, and chronic kidney disease is among the most common causes of death in older cats.

	Methodology
	What we found
	DEHP
	What we found in 100 cat foods
	% of products

	Mercury and fish — the strongest association in the study
	18x
	Products whose names included fish or seafood carried about           the mercury of other products, even after accounting for whether they were wet or dry. Among wet foods,
	the difference was even larger: fish-based wet products had about           as much mercury as wet foods made with other proteins. We do have some fish-based products that made the CLEAN SIXTEEN list.

	28x
	Nearly half (48.6%) of fish and seafood products ranked among the highest for mercury levels. No poultry-based products did.
	Mercury per 1,000 kcal, fish and seafood based products vs all others

	μg mercury per 1,000 kcal
	Dry
	Wet
	Air/Freeze Dried


	Mercury tracks the ingredient, not the format
	This is a known pathway: mercury accumulates in marine animals through the food chain, and fish-based cat foods can contain ingredients that carry these higher levels. For cat owners, this is one of the most useful findings because the protein source is often listed right on the front of the package.
	The connection between seafood and mercury is not unique to cat food. The U.S. FDA cautions pregnant or breastfeeding women on choosing safer seafood options to help reduce mercury exposure. The difference for cats is that a seafood-based diet may be their only source of calories every day, for their entire lives.
	Products that did not have fish in the name but still contained a marine ingredient still tended to have more mercury than products with no marine ingredients. The takeaway for cat owners: if you’re trying to reduce mercury exposure, read the ingredient list carefully—the product name alone may not tell the full story.

	Lead — a complex format effect
	3x more lead
	Dry food had about                                 than the other two formats after accounting for calories, and this difference remained true after considering the protein source.
	Unlike mercury, lead levels were not linked to a specific type of protein. This suggests that the format of the food — not a particular ingredient we examined—may play a role.
	Per 1,000 kcal, by product format

	μg per 1,000 kcal
	Lead and herbicide residue are highest in dry food


	Cadmium and fish
	2.5x
	Fish-based products had about            more cadmium than other products. Marine animals, especially shellfish and other invertebrates, can naturally accumulate cadmium from their environment, making fish-based ingredients likely the source of this difference.
	Frazier JM. Bioaccumulation of cadmium in marine organisms. Environ Health Perspect. 1979 Feb;28:75-9. doi: 10.1289/ehp.792875. PMID: 488051; PMCID: PMC1637508.



	Herbicide residue
	37% of products,
	Glyphosate was found at detectable levels in                                          and its breakdown product AMPA was found in              Products with more plant-based ingredients tended to have higher glyphosate levels. This is not surprising, given that glyphosate is a widely used herbicide applied to crops and other plants. Each additional plant ingredient among the first 10 ingredients was associated with about                                                                         The total number of plant ingredients mattered more than their position on the ingredient list.

	12%.
	40% higher glyphosate levels.
	Glyphosate per 1,000 kcal by number of plant ingredients among the first ten listed
	μg glyphosate per 1,000 kcal
	More plant ingredients, more herbicide residue
	Plant ingredients in the first ten listed



	DEHP — a plasticizer hiding in plain sight
	Bis(2-ethylhexyl) phthalate (“DEHP”) was detected in 48 of 100 products Clean Label Project® evaluated.
	DEHP stood out from every other contaminant we tested.
	It was found at similar rates in both dry and wet foods, with about half of products in each format showing detection. But where it was found, canned and pouched products had about        more DEHP than bagged products. Because DEHP is used in flexible plastics and packaging materials, the difference may be related to food contact with packaging. Dibutyl phthalate was detected in 26 products but never at a quantifiable level. Dihexyl phthalate was not detected in
	any product.

	5x
	Bis(2-ethylhexyl) phthalate per 1,000 kcal, among products where it was detected
	μg DEHP per 1,000 kcal
	Canned and pouched foods carry the most DEHP


	Process contaminants and packaging chemicals
	Acrylamide, a chemical that can form during high-heat cooking, was found at measurable levels in 4 of 100 products, and at very low levels in an additional 24 products. Bisphenols, chemicals that can interfere with hormones, were rarely detected. BPA was only found in two products and BPS in one. This reflects a broader shift Clean Label Project® has observed over the past nine years away from using bisphenols in food packaging materials.

	What the ingredient lists showed about labeling
	The Verdict:
	35.5%
	35.0%
	35.7%
	10%
	60%
	Where do these contaminants come from?
	Heavy metals are carcinogens and neurotoxins that occur naturally in soil and water and enter cat food through both plant and animal ingredients. In our testing, mercury and cadmium were most closely linked to marine ingredients. Lead showed a different pattern, with higher levels in dry food that were not tied to any one ingredient type. Glyphosate was associated with plant-based ingredients, while DEHP and bisphenols were linked to packaging. The near absence of bisphenols reflects meaningful changes in packaging practices across the industry.
	These contaminants are not intentionally added to cat food. However, brands can reduce their presence through thoughtful ingredient sourcing, supplier testing, and quality controls. Some brands have shown that consistently lower contaminant levels are achievable, which is why Clean Label Project® recognizes them with its Purity Award.
	Marine ingredients
	Fish, seafood, fish meal

	Plant ingredients
	Grains, pulses, starches

	Thermal processing
	Extrusion, drying

	Minerals and soil
	Premix, growing soil

	Packaging
	Can and pouch liners

	Mercury
	18x higher in fish products

	Cadmium
	2.5x higher in fish products

	Arsenic, total
	Unspeciated

	Glyphosate and AMPA
	Highest in dry food

	Acrylamide
	Rarely quantifiable

	Lead
	3x higher in dry food

	BPA and BPS
	Nearly eliminated



	What should cat owners look for?
	Limitations
	Our Mission
	Clean Label Transparency Project Certification
	Purity Award
	Let’s face it, marketing departments do an effective job at selling comfort and security. The Clean Label Project Purity Award evaluates products for substances that would never be found on a product label. These substances include chemicals of concern and industrial and environmental toxins and contaminants (like heavy metals, pesticide residues, and plasticizers) that have the long-term potential to adversely affect health and well-being. Clean Label Project uses benchmarked data to compare individual product test results to the test results of the best-selling products in the same product category. In the process, we reveal to brands how their ingredient supply chain and quality assurance systems fare compared to industry leaders. We reveal to consumers what brands are taking the extra steps to minimize consumer exposure to known chemicals of concern.

	Certified Cat Food Brands
	For a full list of products Clean Label Project® evaluated, please visit the website at www.cleanlabelproject.org

