
Heartworm Dangers
Find out how to protect your cat from this rare, but deadly disease.
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Most cat owners wrongly assume that cats are not susceptible to heartworm disease. In fact, feline heartworm disease
(FHD), though relatively uncommon, is a serious and potentially fatal disease in cats.

The incidence of FHD is relatively low, and the clinical signs can be vague, often mimicking other conditions, especially
asthma. Therefore, many veterinarians are unlikely to suspect heartworms in cats, and the disorder goes undiagnosed or
misdiagnosed.

Both cats and dogs can serve as definitive hosts for heartworm disease. Cats acquire heartworm disease when heartworm
larvae are transmitted to the cat via the bite of a heartworm-infected mosquito. The larvae develop into mature adult worms
that travel to the heart and lungs.

Cats are biologically less hospitable hosts for heartworms than dogs. Adult heartworms have a five-year lifespan in the dog,
but they only live for two years in cats. Cats mount intense immune and inflammatory responses to the worms. While an
intense immune response sounds like a beneficial thing, with heartworm disease, the exuberant immune response can
cause more damage than the parasite itself.

Any age cat of either sex is susceptible to FHD, although middle-aged males show the highest incidence. Both indoor and
outdoor cats are vulnerable. According to Gary Norsworthy, DVM, owner of Alamo Feline Health Center in San Antonio,
Texas, and editor of "The Feline Patient: Essentials of Diagnosis and Treatment," the most common findings in cats with
FHD are sporadic coughing and labored breathing. Poor appetite, lethargy and weight loss are common nonspecific
complaints. "Interestingly, vomiting has been reported in a high percentage of cats with FHD and in some cases may be the
only clinical sign," Norsworthy says.

Heartworms can cause a sudden vessel obstruction in the lungs called acute pulmonary thromboembolism. Cats with this
condition can develop abrupt respiratory distress and weakness followed by sudden death. Acute neurologic disturbances
such as incoordination, blindness and seizures are occasionally seen in heartworm-infected cats. Congestive heart failure
can develop in chronic cases.
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