The Importance of Heartworm Prevention in Cats


When most pet owners hear a discussion about “heartworms,” they usually think the discussion is referring to our canine friends.  Although they occur commonly in dogs, most people do not consider them a problem for the cat.  Recent studies of cats with heart and respiratory diseases have found an incidence of heartworms that is far greater than we previously thought.  Even though the infection rate is 5 to 20 percent of that of dogs, heartworm infection in cats has received increasing interest by veterinarians over the past decade.


Heartworm disease is transmitted by the mosquito thus the disease is more common in areas of the country with large numbers of mosquitoes.  The southeastern United States has a relatively high incidence of heartworm disease for both dogs and cats when compared to other parts of the country, although heartworm disease may occur anywhere that mosquitoes can survive.  Because of their life cycle, it is necessary for a cat to be bitten by a mosquito to be infected with heartworms.  Heartworms are not transmitted directly from one cat to another or from a dog directly to a cat.  Heartworms can live in a cat for approximately 2 years.

The cat’s immune system is extremely reactive against heartworms making it virtually impossible to detect microfilariae (immature heartworms) in an infected cat.  (The cat’s immune system removes them too quickly.)  Symptoms of infection are related to the inflammatory reaction that is generated by the worm’s presence.  Clinical signs can include respiratory distress, chronic coughing or “gagging,” vomiting, and lethargy.  Feline heartworm disease is often misdiagnosed as feline asthma.  Some cats appear to be normal, then die suddenly.  Diagnosing heartworms is not as easy in cats as in dogs.  A simple and reliable in-hospital blood test is not yet available, and the tests that are most reliable must be sent to an outside laboratory.  Often, radiographs or ultrasound studies are needed to confirm the diagnosis.  

Treatment of heartworm disease in cats is just as difficult as diagnosing the infection, if not more.  Dogs are treated by an injectable drug which unfortunately is not approved for use in cats. The drug can be used but the complications and side effects are extremely high.  Killing of the worms can cause them to pass through the arteries to the lungs resulting in sudden death.  The only “treatment” is to treat the clinical signs with continuous or intermittent use of corticosteroids and hope the cat outlives the worms.  

The good news is that feline heartworm infection is almost 100% preventable and there are several products on the market that are reliably effective.  Although you may think your indoor cats are safe, they too are as much at risk.  Mosquitoes are able to get into our homes every time you open the door, a small hole in a screen or even travel on us or our pets from outside.  It only takes one mosquito to cause an infection and prevention is the only possibility of protecting your cat as there is no treatment.  Products used come in the forms of a chewable tablet or a topical applied to the back of the neck.  Prevention is administered once monthly year round.  Even if you are in an area that experiences cold weather, all it takes is one warm day to bring the mosquitoes back.

