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THE FACTS

Emily Fowler finds that the mere mention of
Feline Immunodeficiency Virus (FIV) can strike
fear into the hearts of cat owners but the reality
is that many FIV+ cats live long and happy lives
with the help of their owners

may seem like the end of the world.

Similarly, people looking to adopt
a cat from a rescue centre or sanctuary
will often overlook FIV+ cats in favour
of other, ‘healthier’ cats, meaning that
many FIV+ cats sadly face never finding
their forever homes, instead spending the
rest of their lives in shelters. The reality
is that with the right love, care and
attention, an FIV+ cat can live a long
and happy life.

Part of the problem is the general
lack of knowledge about FIV and what
it means, and the misunderstanding that
a cat with FIV has ‘cat AIDS". When
I told my brother I'd adopted an FIV+
cat and explained what it meant, there
was a long silence before he tentatively
asked whether it was safe for humans to
be around her. Now, my brother is a very
intelligent man (and I'm not just saying
that because he’s my brother!), so it just

I f your cat tests positive for FIV, it

who live as family pets is very benign, so
the symptoms and consequences of the
virus are much milder than in cases of
HIV in humans.

FIV reduces the white blood cell
count of infected cats, meaning that their
bodies are less able to fight off infections,
although the virus is generally very slow-
acting so infected cats can live full and
happy lives with minimal health issues
caused by FIV.

The virus is carried in the blood and
saliva of infected cats, and is most com-
monly transmitted through cat bites,
when the saliva of an infected cat enters
the bloodstream of the cat being bitten.
It’s less commonly transmitted through
an uninfected cat biting an infected cat,
and it’s difficult to be passed from cat to
cat just by sharing food bowls or toys, as
the virus is very fragile when it’s outside
the cat’s body.

fight off any infections they pick up, so
it’s important to keep a cat with FIV as
safe from infection as possible.

FIV is more of a risk in stray cats
because their lifestyle usually means
having to fight for food and territory,
and the lack of care and attention they
get means that they’re more likely to
develop secondary infections which
without veterinary treatment can have
severe consequences. On the other hand,
a domestic pet cat is more likely to stay
free of infection, and with regular vet
care any secondary issues can be treated
immediately.

I talked to vet Helen Perryman
(BVetMed MRCVS) of Avonvale
Veterinary Centres’ Warwick surgery
about how owners react to a positive
diagnosis in their cat.

“The reaction usually depends on
whether the cat is otherwise healthy or
is unwell at the time of diagnosis. If the
cat is already showing signs of illness, the
prognosis is much poorer so the diagno-
sis will clearly be more unwelcome.”

Cats in the final, chronic stages of
FIV (FAIDS) are likely to suffer from a
number of general health issues includ-
ing mouth and gum disease, recurrent
infections and diarrhoea, but the major-
ity of FIV+ cats don't reach this stage for
many years.

L goes to show how little is known about How will FIV affect your cat? When it comes to the average life

3 FIV to the average person in the UK. FIV means that infected cats have a expectancy of an FIV+ cat, Helen says

E' compromised immune system, so owners  that it’s difficult to determine.

F What is FIV? of FIV+ cats should take extra care in “It really depends on when the cat is
FIV is a lentivirus, and as the most keeping their cats protected and healthy.  diagnosed and the state of health they’re

commonly known lentivirus in humans
is Human Immuno Deficiency Virus
(HIV), it’s no wonder that many cat
owners panic when they discover

that their cat is FIV+. Unlike HIV,
the FIV strain that’s carried in cats

1t just goes to show how
little 15 known about
FIV to the average
person i the UK.

FIV+ cats are less likely to be able to

in at the time. If a cat tests positive
when they’re well and can be well-man-
aged, the life-expectancy will be higher
than if they’re already ill at diagnosis.”

Keeping FIV+ cats happy and
healthy

Caring for an FIV+ cat is not that dif-
ferent to looking after uninfected cats;
they all need plenty of love, care and
attention.

A good diet of high-quality food with
all the essential nutrients a cat needs is
especially important for FIV+ cats, and
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vitamins that boost the immune system
are a good addition to their diet.

Regular check-ups are needed, so your
vet can keep an eye on any issues that
might occur, and if your FIV+ cat shows
any sign of illness you should go to the
vet straight away to make sure that any
problems are treated immediately.

Keeping an FIV+ cat in a stress-free,
indoor environment is important not
only for the infected cat, but also to pre-
vent the spread of FIV in the local area.
If you think you might struggle to keep
your cat indoors, follow Helen’s advice on
providing enough environmental enrich-
ment in your home:

“I would advise plenty of stimula-
tion with climbing frames etc., plenty
of human interaction and ideally an
enclosed outside run.”

Vet Helen'’s top tips for keeping
FIV+ cats happy and healthy

sEnvironmental enrichment inside
the home
eRegular vaccinations with inacti-

vated (not live) vaccines
eRegular veterinary check-ups to
pick up early signs of illness
eGood dental hygiene to reduce
bacterial load in the mouth

oA good quality balanced diet.

Adopting an FIV+ cat
Although the majority of pet cats
aren’t tested for FIV as a matter of

course, so it’s often only when they
start to show signs of illness that they’re
diagnosed, cats who are going to be put
up for adoption are tested for a number
of feline illnesses as part of the proc-
ess. If you see an FIV+ cat available for
re-homing from a shelter or cat rescue,
it will be generally healthy and could

go on for a long time before it starts to
develop any signs of illness. Sadly, for
those cats that come into shelters already
ill, typically strays who haven't had the
care and attention a loving home can
give, the recommended advice is usually
euthanasia.

So many FIV+ cats are passed over
in the search to adopt the perfect family
pet because potential adopters don't real-
ise that an infected cat has a reasonable
chance of living a long life. According
to statistics from the SAVSNET (The
Small Animal Veterinary Surveillance
Network) report covering 4th January
2012 to 31st May 2014, the percentage
of FIV+ cats in UK shelters during that
period was 1-7%'. While this might
seem like a small percentage, with Cats
Protection alone claiming to rehome and
reunite 46000° cats every year, just think
about the amount of FIV+ cats in all
of the shelters across the UK who may
never find a forever home.

While there’s no cure for FIV, with
proper care and veterinary treatment if
the cat gets ill, the future for FIV+ cats
can be good. @

www.savsnet.co.uk/lab-report/#
2 www.cats.org.uk/media/facts-figures

Knitting Kittens
at Battersea

The world’s first interspecies knitting
club has been launched at Battersea
Dogs & Cats Home where animal
lovers can spend time with feline
friends and create don-knit-tions for
the charity’s homeless moggies.

The famous rescue centre invited
animal and craft lovers to the first
Knitting Kittens Club in the char-
ity’s London cattery on Wednesday
15 October to make blankets, toys
and knitted mice in the company of
Battersea cats. The creative dona-
tions will be used to keep the 250
felines looking for new homes across
its three centres warm and enter-
tained over the winter months.

Suili Weight, Battersea’s Cattery
Team Leader, said: “Battersea’s cat-
tery is so excited to launch the
world’s first interspecies knitting
club, where people can knit dona-
tions for our cats and see the feline
residents that will benefit from their
skill and generosity. Our cats greatly
appreciate their donated blankets
and knitted mice to play with in
their pens while they wait for a new
home.

“We hope knitters of all abilities,
including complete beginners who
will be shown the ropes, will join this
fun and relaxed group for people
who enjoy the company of cats. We
have a lot of supporters who like
to knit and thought this would be a
great way to bring everyone togeth-
er under one roof to share a mutual
love of knitting and kitties.”

The Knitting Kittens club will
run monthly, from 5pm to 8pm and
knitters are asked to bring their
own needles and wool but will be
provided with patterns and lessons
for beginners. A donation of £2 entry
has been suggested. For more infor-
mation about the Knitting Kittens
club and the date of the next event,
visit www.battersea.org.uk/knittinkit-
tens

Since it was founded, Battersea
has rescued, reunited and rehomed
over 3] million dogs and cats.

In 2013 the Home cared for 5421
dogs and 3,120 cats.

In 2013 44% of dogs and 47% of
cats arrived as strays.

For further information on
Battersea Dogs & Cats Home please
visit www.battersea.org.uk.

Follow Battersea on Twitter @
BDCH or facebook.com/Battersea &
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