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Nuke It

Last time we learned that endocrine disease such as Hypothyroidism could put our dog’s health in serious Jeopardy.  Cats also experience hormonal conditions that we definitely don’t want to play around with.  Remember Dr. Jm’s Axiom#2 - cats are not small dogs.  Their behavior is different, their medications and dose rates differ and guess what…many of Comet’s kitty disease conditions are just the opposite of his barking buddy Bowzer’s.

That’s right, last time it was Canine Hypothyroidism and this time it’s Feline Hyperthyroidism.  Last time it was not enough and this time it’s just too much…hormonally speaking that is.  In canine the thyroid crashes and in felines it’s full speed ahead.

Hyperthyroidism in felines is actually the result of thyroid enlargement from a tumor.  Luckily about 98% of the time the tumor is benign or not malignant.   It’s very common in our senior kitties and seems to be over represented in the northeast part of the United States.  No one knows what causes it and it really doesn’t even have a breed predilection. We seem to see it more in queens rather than tomcats here at Camboro.

We know that the thyroid gland is the gland that runs everything…it’s our throttle.  So, when Cally the Calico has too much thyroid hormone we would expect her to be all “hyped-up.”  Her heart rate is significantly increased.  “Boy, she’s awful active for an old kitty!”  “Drinks a lot of water too! And she is really eating a ton lately!”  But because her body is always in 15th gear, she will probably be losing weight.  She might be nervous and vocalize more.  Sometimes vomiting and diarrhea can occur.  “She seems to be getting grumpy in her old age and look how unkept her hair coat looks.”   Since there are so many different symptoms it should be pretty easy to diagnose, shouldn’t it?

Well I’m glad you asked that question!  Most of the time the benign tumor, which is producing too much hormone, grows very slowly and so the symptoms develop slowly and are often attributed to “old age.”   Here’s another of Dr. Jim’s axioms (#3)… Old Age is not a disease, it’s a stage of life!  (I keep telling myself!)  Anyway, symptoms often develop slowly, they don’t occur at the same time, they all don’t appear in every case and because Fred the Feline is 12 years old, he may have other conditions that have similar symptoms, i.e.-vomiting, diarrhea etc. And to throw a real curve, sometimes Sing Lee the Siamese,  actually has a decreased appetite and is lethargic!  Fun, huh!  

Now because the heart is pumping so fast and the heart is working so hard the heart muscle can actually become very thickened.  This is called Thyrotoxic Cardiomyopathy (cardio=heart; myo=muscle; pathy=disease) which is a serious type of heart disease. Hypertension (high blood pressure) is very common as well and blood clots or embolism can form.  When they break loose and block major arteries it is life threatening.

Because of the high blood pressure, we also see detached retinas and kidney disease.  Remember that usually we are treating a senior kitty that may already have some underlying kidney problems.  As you can see, this condition is not a good thing and as it becomes more serious and interrelated it affects all the systems of the body. 

That’s the bad news.  There is lots of good news however!  The various symptoms, such as an elevated heart rate, are often picked up early in your kitty’s Wellness Exam. After age 7 these should be twice annually. (equates to every 2-3 years for us)  Then a simple blood test called a Total T4 can be done right in your veterinarian’s office. It measures the level of this thyroid hormone in the blood and if it is elevated your veterinarian will recommend a number of other tests.  An organ profile will see the condition of Alley’s kidneys, liver, other organs and electrolytes.  A urinalysis will let us know if protein is leaking from the kidneys and many other values.  An EKG will give us some information about the condition of the heart and a blood pressure will let us know just how bad things might be.  Your veterinarian may recommend an echocardiogram, which is a type of ultra-sound, to image the heart muscle.

Treatment is usually successful depending on the overall health of our friend.  Surgical removal of the thyroid glands followed by lifelong thyroid supplementation is very effective but has a higher risk due to the age of the patients and area of surgery.  Medical treatment with Tapazole (Methimazole) is very common and can usually control the condition.  Routine monitoring is very important to assure the proper level of the medication.  Too much can cause hypothyroidism and too little proves ineffective and symptoms worsen.  Although there can be some side effects we very seldom encounter them.  It is very important to lower the thyroid level gradually.  The engine has been running at high rpm’s and the organs, especially the kidney, are used to getting all that fuel (blood).  If we drop the thyroid level too sharply (and blood pressure) we can actually facilitate kidney failure.  Most of our patients with Hyperthyroidism are on this treatment regimen.

In the last few years radioactive iodine therapy has been introduced and it is highly effective but can be costly.  At specially licensed facilities radioactive iodine is injected intravenously.  Iodine is selectively absorbed by the thyroid gland and the gland is nuked! No mushroom cloud but it’s gone … kaput.  The kitty’s urine glows for a few days (just kidding).  It must be collected and disposed off in a special manner however.  When Charlie comes home, he’s cured but must take thyroid supplement for the rest of his life!  Veterinary nuclear medicine…pretty neat.

So, don’t forget that our senior pets should have a wellness visit at least twice yearly and that senior screening can find many of your pets diseases before they become a problem.  And finally, animals of old age may have diseases but old age is not a disease! Next time.

