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We love our pets.  I cannot imagine life without my cats, dogs, horses and even my bird 
despite her noisy ways.  Cohabitating with our pets brings peace and evidence based 
improvements to our lives.  With that said, we do need to be aware of the potential risks 
and easily avoidable hazards associated with cat ownership.  This article will discuss the 
common parasites we see in Florida and the potential risks.  Rest assured, the risk of 
human issues is small, perhaps 1-3%, yet the risk is present and easily avoidable and will 
make owning your cat a good thing!!! 

In 2007, a study released by the American Association of Feline Practitioners and the 
American Heartworm Society brought heartworm disease into focus as it relates to the cat.  
It has always been thought that heartworm disease in cats does not exist. This has been 
found to be inaccurate.  Instead, heartworm disease, in the cat, is not the same as the dog.  
The cat is not a natural host for the heartworm so very few heartworms make it to 
adulthood.  The prevalence of heartworm disease in cats can be correlated with the dog 
population (both domestic and wild), the feeding preference of the vectors (mosquitoes), 
and climate change (wet vs. dry season).  A retrospective study showed that indoor only 
cats made up 27% of naturally infected patients and 8-19% of antibody + cats. 

In the kitty, there are two distinct stages of disease:  infection at the arteriole (commonly 
misdiagnosed as asthma) and worm death (commonly presents as sudden death).  Signs of 
disease commonly seen with heartworm disease include anorexia, blindness, coughing, 
diarrhea, difficult breathing, collapse/convulsions, lethargy, vomiting, weight loss and 
sudden death. 

Diagnosis of heartworm disease in kitties can be very frustrating as compared to our 
canine companions.   Many times, just having the index of suspicion is the most important 
factor.  Current tests on the market require the presence of adult female worms, and given 
the low worm burdens, single-sex infections and the transient nature of feline 
microfilaremia, testing can be frustrating.  Testing for BOTH antigen and antibody is 
necessary due to the variation in when the tests will pick up infection.   

As stated earlier, true heartworm disease caused by adult worms in the pulmonary arteries 
is rare.  Most of these kitties present with an acute cardiac crisis and/or death.  Research 
has shown that the more common presentation of feline heartworm disease is related to 
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respiratory disease.  Radiographs can assist with diagnosis but findings can also match 
true asthma, neoplasia and other infiltrative or allergic diseases.  Lung damage due to 
heartworm disease may never reverse and kitties may have long-term effects of the 
disease.  Treatment is palliative at best and is aimed at controlling clinical signs. 

An excellent summation of heartworm disease in cats would be an ounce of prevention is 
worth a pound of cure.  In areas of high HW prevalence in dogs, approximately 3-15% of 
cats are found to harbor adult heartworms.  Many more can be expected to suffer from 
HARD (heartworm associated respiratory disease), which is particularly hard to diagnose.  
There are few effective treatment options once cats become infected with Heartworms.  
However, preventive measures for heartworms approach 100% (not to mention the benefit 
of other parasite control).  We recommend year-round prevention in ALL cats for 
heartworms. 

We will now move on to discuss parasites which are zoonotic (transmitted to humans). 

Toxoplasmosis is an obligate intracellular parasite which is frequently in the news.  
Toxoplasmosis can infect all animals yet only in the Feline species, oocysts are produced 
and shed into the environment.  The oocysts sporulate (become infective) in about 24 
hours and these sporulated oocysts are extremely resistant and can remain viable for up to 
18 months.  An animal host ingests these oocysts and the cycle begins.   

Toxoplasmosis is most commonly associated with neonatal death or neurologic issues if 
the neonate (human or animal) is infected in the uterus.  Most adults rarely show clinical 
signs.  The most common organs affected are the brain, spinal cord, eyes, liver, lungs and 
pancreas.  If infection is present, it may be difficult to diagnose since the organism lives in 
the host cell.  Diagnosis is based on tissue samples, serum titers and possibly if the cat is 
shedding the oocysts in the feces.  Once a cat is seropositive, it is through shedding the 
organism. 

Treatment is aimed at reducing contamination of the environment.  Like similar organisms, 
once infected, there is never a complete removal of all organisms. Cats remain infected for 
life.  Most areas of concern center around preventing infection in the first place.  Since the 
cysts are present in the tissues, avoid feeding undercooked or raw foods, limit access to 
hunting and decrease access to mechanical carriers such as cockroaches and earthworms.   

For humans, decreasing exposure to uninfected people is our primary goal.  The Centers 
for Disease control have excellent resources.  In general, clean litter boxes within 24 hours, 
limit exposure to feces and wear gloves if gardening, cleaning litter boxes or handling raw 
meats.  For children, cover sand boxes when not in use to avoid their use as a litter box.  
Finally, be sure to cook meats thoroughly and ensure proper handling of all meats and 
produce.   

In addition to being a nuisance, contributing to anemia and allergic disease, fleas serve as a 
source of multiple hazards to cats and humans.  They are a known carrier of Tapeworms, 
which will not be addressed in this paper.  Fleas also serve as a reservoir for an organism 
called Bartonella.  There are multiple species of Bartonella yet the one most concerning to 
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humans is Bartonella henselae.  This organism is suspected as the cause of “Cat Scratch 
Disease” and other diseases.  It is NOT the cat scratch which causes this problem.  Cats are 
fastidious groomers and in the process of grooming, get flea feces or flea blood on their 
paws which is transmitted to humans via cat scratches.  People can get this disease if they 
are exposed to a highly contaminated environment.  People in the veterinary field, shelters 
and the immunocompromised are at risk of the disease and studies show most health care 
providers have titers to Bartonella and they tend to increase the longer one works in the 
field. 

The best prevention against you or your cat is strict flea control for the pet and 
environment.  This includes indoor only cats since fleas can jump great distances.  In 
addition, flea eggs can be carried into the environment.  Flea pupae can remain dormant 
for years until the right conditions exist for hatching.  Declawing your cat is not necessary; 
nail trimming on a regular basis is adequate.  If seeking a cat for a young child or 
immunocompromised individual, it is recommended to get a mature cat to decrease the 
incidence of scratches commonly seen with kittens.  Always wash wounds thoroughly if 
scratched or bitten and after handling cats. 

The final parasites to discuss are Roundworms and Hookworms, both of which are very 
common in Florida.  Kittens become infected through ingestion of larvae through milk, 
transplacental migration or ingestion of larvae.  Adult cats can ingest eggs/larvae from 
eating grass, potting soil or bugs/rodents infected with the parasite.  Once mature, the pet 
passes ova (eggs) into the environment which become larvae and then can be transmitted 
to humans.  Prevention is vital and monthly prevention is recommended for all cats, indoor 
and outdoor.  Additionally, annual fecal exams are recommended for cats on monthly 
parasite control and for cats not on regular control, fecal examinations are recommended 
up to 4 times/year depending on risk factors (minimum 2/year). 

Larval migration of these parasites can cause severe disease, especially in children.  
Blindness can occur with roundworm infection and painful skin lesions can occur with 
hookworms.  Prevention of humans is obtained by wearing foot protection, cleaning up 
fecal material immediately, covering sand boxes when not in use, washing hands prior to 
eating and keeping your pet on parasite control to avoid contamination of the environment 
in the first place.  Larva can survive in the environment for a long time so prevention is the 
key. 

As you can see, most, if not all, of these diseases are preventable and will allow you the full 
pleasure of owning a cat.  Any of our staff are ready and able to discuss diagnosis and 
prevention of these issues so we can keep you, your family and your cat safe.   

 

  


