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Feline Heartworms

I haven’t often written about my Grey Comet Kitty.  He’s the second half of the Rummel’s dynamic pet duo.  We became the proud owners of Comet when he was just a little kitty when my daughter “won” him at school.  Now my wife tells me I’m wrong, but the way I remember it is that our youngest came home from the first grade one day and was thrilled that she had “won” a baby kitty!  When I questioned her about this great “victory” she explained that her classmates and teacher thought that since her daddy was a veterinarian she should be one of the “winners.”  Winning meant that she could take one of the kittens from the teachers litter.  Nice way to find homes for some cute kitties but I wasn’t impressed at the time.   But time cures a lot of things and Comet worked his way into my heart pretty quickly.  He was actually more like a dog when he was young.  He didn’t bark or anything like that but when he was hunting out in the field, he would actually come running when I called him!  Pretty neat cat!
He’s been a pretty healthy guy as well, except for a few skin allergies in the summer so I really haven’t had many worries.   Something I have become more concerned about with Comet’s health recently is heartworm disease.  “But aren’t heartworms a dog problem?” you might ask.  And I’m glad you did!  About six years ago Camboro participated in a study that tried to determine just how common heartworms are in cats.  I was taught ….many, many years ago…that cats didn’t become infected with heartworms.   Our results showed a very different picture.  Many of you might remember this study that Pfizer funded.  We were able to take blood samples from any cat that we saw in the office and test them at no cost for heartworms.  To our amazement over 30% of the cats tested showed positive to the screening test which meant that they had been exposed to heartworms (had been bitten by an infected mosquito).  3% of those animals actually were shown to be infected with the disease.  These samples were from inside and outside cats. Not good.
Actually heartworm disease is a misnomer for cats as Feline Heartworm affects the lungs more than the heart.  This Heartworm Associated Respiratory Disease is also very H.A.R.D. to diagnose. Testing methods aren’t as conclusive as with dogs.  The antibody test tells us if there has been exposure.  These particles (antibodies) are made by the body to fight off invaders whether they are bacteria, viruses or parasites when they are in the body.  Because they are present, doesn’t mean there is an active problem.  If you have ever had the measles, you still have antibodies that were made to battle the measles virus and now they protect you from further infection.  You don’t still have the measles.  Antigen tests on the other hand, actually tell us if an infectious agent is still present.  But the present Feline Heartworm antigen test isn’t real specific so we can get some false results. 

Cats are actually pretty resistant hosts to the Canine Heartworm.  This parasite that is carried and spread by the mosquito is transmitted by a single bite!  The cat’s immune system sees this invader that was designed to infect dogs and aggressively attacks it and usually wins the battle.  That’s good right?  Well, not totally.  You ever hear about winning the battles but losing the war?  As part of the life cycle of the heartworm they migrate through different tissue of the cat’s body, especially the lung.  The cat’s immune system mounts a huge response to the larva.  This kills the parasite (wins the battle) but also causes so much inflammation that it damages the lung tissue, permanently (loses the war). It’s H.A. R. D. to diagnose because often the signs are sub-clinical and very difficult to detect.  Generally though, cats show asthma-like symptoms or other similar respiratory ailments. They just don’t breathe normally.  We treated many “allergy” and “asthma” cats over the years and never realized that they were very likely suffering from H.A.R.D. (Heartworm Associated Respiratory Disease).  Remember…until recently it was thought that cats did not get any form of heartworm disease.
Well believe it or not that’s not the bad news!  The bad news is that there really is no approved treatment for feline heartworm disease.  We can treat the symptoms or the respiratory problems, but that’s not a cure. The benefits are temporary at best.  Problems are often chronic and visits to the vet are frequent.  The heartworm medication we use in dogs is extremely toxic to cats.  “What are we to do?”  Well, I’m glad you asked that question!

Prevention!  That’s the key.  Often, I ask clients what they are using for flea control and sometimes their answer is “It may seem funny but my cat has never had fleas.”  Why do we want to wait until an animal and its environment are infested with fleas and then treat them?  Do we buy fire insurance for our house after it burns down?  Prevention is the best insurance policy! There are a few products currently on the market for heartworm prevention in cats.  Heartguard, which is a little goodie, is given to your cat monthly.  The other product is called Revolution.  Revolution, is a monthly spot-on treatment that prevents heartworm and is very easy to use.  It also is effective for flea control as well as ear mites, round worms and hookworms! Sort of like “one stop shopping!”  I use Revolution on Grey Comet Kitty and have had good luck with it. 
So, heartworm in cats is carried by mosquitoes, easy to prevent, H.A.R.D to diagnose and treat and is a lifelong problem once it develops.  Indoor and outdoor cats are both at risk!  
By the way, Comet and Winner get along like champs now…you know Frazier and Ali!  Just kidding!  Hope the summer is going well...’till next time. 
