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Heartworms---Cats Can Get Them Too

Author: Judi Vogt, DVM of Humane Society of Charlotte

For the past several decades, heartworms have been a major problem in the dog population.  The disease appears to rarely affect cats, but may be an insidious problem.   

Heartworms are transmitted by the bite of an infected mosquito.  While drawing blood, the mosquito transfers the heartworm larvae to the pet.  These larvae migrate to the heart and in six months, they develop into mature heartworms.  The incidence of heartworms in cats is about 10% of the disease in dogs.  Here in North Carolina, approximately 80% of outdoor dogs not on prevention will contract heartworms, the third highest incidence in the nation.  This means that 8% of cats in NC may be infected.  Fortunately, death from mature heartworms in cats is still fairly rare.

While dogs show obvious signs of heart failure as the disease progresses, the symptoms in cats are inconsistent and varied.  Weight loss and vomiting, coughing and respiratory signs, and sudden death can all be associated with heartworm infection.  These signs can also be caused by many other diseases.  Dogs usually are infected with tens or even hundreds of worms, while only one worm can cause disease in a cat.  Healthy cats can mount an internal defense against the pre-larval stages, so the incidence of mature worms is much higher in cats with a weakened immune system, such as infected with feline leukemia or FIV.

Diagnosis of heartworms in cats is also more difficult than in dogs.  While the baby heartworms (microfilaria) are common in the blood of infected dogs, they are rare in cats.  The heartworm antigen test commonly run on dogs at the veterinarian is often inaccurate in cats due to the low number of worms they carry.  There is also an antigen test, but this only determines that the cat has been exposed to heartworms, not necessarily currently infected.  So, in cats, a positive test in both the antigen and antibody test is needed to confirm heartworm disease.

Treatment of heartworm disease in cats is very difficult.  The drug used in dogs can have severe side effects in cats.  In some cases, treating the symptoms and hoping the cat will outlive the heartworm is the only option.

Since the diagnosis of heartworm in cats is problematic, the symptoms (if any) are inconsistent, and the treatment difficult and risky, prevention is the key.   Once monthly chewable pills are available for cats.  Outdoor cats with an underlying immune deficiency are at most risk.  Heartworm disease in cats may not be common, but if present, can cause significant disease.  To learn more, please talk to your veterinarian.

