
 

 

UPDATE ON SARS-COV-2 (Novel coronavirus) IN CATS 27 April 2020 

 

New information is rapidly emerging regarding SARS-CoV-2 virus as a human pathogen. Coronaviruses have long 

been identified as animal pathogens, but as we know, not all coronaviruses are equal. There has been much 

alarmist reporting in the press recently about the risk of cats and SARS-CoV-2 with some reports advising all cats 

should be kept indoors.  

It is important to reassure owners there have been NO cases of cat to human transmission. Three current reports 

involve isolated incidents of cats infected from humans – one cat in Hong Kong, one cat in Europe and a tiger in 

New York Zoo. Considering human cases of Covid -19 number approximately 1.2 million cases and knowing the 

high density of cat populations in parts of Europe and Asia, it is extremely unlikely that cats represent an 

important source of infection to humans.  

We should not remain complacent however. As in humans, coronaviruses bind to pneumocytes in cats via the 
angiotensin-converting enzyme 2 (ACE2) receptor.  Infection of cats during the SARS outbreak was reported and 
transmission of SARS coronavirus (SCV) was demonstrated between infected and uninfected cats (Byron et al 
2003).  

The paper can be found here: https://www.nature.com/articles/425915a 

Recent data has demonstrated similar experimental transmission between cats (Hua lan Chen 2020). Five cats 

inoculated intranasally with an experimental strain of SARS-CoV-2 were housed in cages adjacent to uninfected 

cats. Lesions (not described) were reported in the nasal and tracheal mucosa epithelium and lungs of 2 cats 

following post-mortem. Unfortunately, no data is reported regarding the development of clinical signs by infected 

cats. These findings suggest that virus can transmit between cats via respiratory droplets. It is important to 

remember this was an experimental setting. The full paper can be found here: 

https://www.biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.03.30.015347v1 

 

Another study investigated the possibility of infection of SARS-CoV-2 in cats by evaluating specific serum 

antibodies. 39 serum samples from cats in Wuhan prior to the COVID-19 outbreak were tested and compared 

with 102 cats sampled after the COVID-19 outbreak. 15 of 102 (14.7%) of serum samples post-outbreak were 

positive for the receptor binding domain of SARS-CoV-2 by ELISA testing. Three cats owned by COVID-19 patients 

demonstrated the highest neutralization titre (1/360, 1/360 and 1/1080).  

 

The authors also looked into cross reactivity between type I and type II Feline Infectious Peritonitis Virus (FIPV) 

but no cross-reactivity was identified.  

 

 

 

https://www.nature.com/articles/425915a
https://www.biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.03.30.015347v1


 

The full paper can be found here:  

https://www.biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.04.01.021196v1 

 

What does this mean for vets working in the field? It certainly does not mean that people should be abandoning 

cats. Careful triage regarding the health status of owners of all feline patients presenting to the clinic must be 

determined before the cat enters the practice. This should now be standard regardless of the pet species. Clear 

and useful guidelines have been prepared by the Australian Veterinary Association and can be found here:  

https://www.ava.com.au/coronavirus/covid-19-and-cats/ 

 

The silver lining from all of this may be that as a huge amount of research and development pours into the search 

for anti-viral options for treatment of SARS-CoV-2 in humans, that we may gain access to potential new 

treatments for FIP in cats and wouldn’t that be wonderful!  

 

Thanks to Dr Rachel Korman (Specialist – Feline Medicine) for providing this content. 
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