Why does an indoor cat need to be examined regularly by a veterinarian?

The concept of preventive medicine is one that may never be universally embraced, simply because while most people would rather prevent their own illnesses than suffer from debilitating or life-threatening preventable disease, for some reason or other we still don’t take the steps necessary to keep ourselves healthy.  We are told over and over again that life-style habits and routine medical care are crucial to our own health.
What are the steps to a healthy life?

1. See our doctor annually for a physical examination and screening tests.

2. Keep our vaccinations current.

3. Eat a healthy diet

4. Exercise regularly

5. Maintain good relationships with our family, friends, and co-workers

6. Play a musical instrument [just my 2 cents(]


So…how do we keep our indoor cats healthy to live as long as possible and bless our lives?

1. Bring them in to their veterinarian at least once a year.  The veterinarian will perform a thorough physical examination, and your cat’s health team will review the most important aspects of feline health for your cat’s life stage.  Then they will discuss any screening tests that would be advisable for the early detection of disease.  A stool sample is examined microscopically for intestinal parasites.  [Yes, an indoor cat can get worms.] Vets are there to ensure the health of the cat, and are trained to find diseases and problems that owners might miss.  The early detection of illness does make a difference to the prognosis for many diseases.
2. Vaccinations are necessary for indoor cats.  Both the American Association of Feline Practitioners and the American Animal Hospital Association have published guidelines for vaccination. Vaccinations are divided into “core” vaccines that every pet should have, and “non-core” vaccines that a pet should have depending on exposure risk.

For cats, the core vaccines are the basic distemper “shot” (FVRCP which is short for Feline Viral Rhinotracheitis, Calicivirus, and Panleukopenia) and the rabies vaccine. Many people are surprised that rabies is a core vaccine and is considered important even for indoor-only cats but rabies exposure can and does happen to indoor cats.  Your cat can also be infected by other viruses through contact with objects that have been contaminated previously by an infected cat.  These viruses may even be transmitted by your own hands and clothing when you come in the house.
3. Dietary needs are discussed with owners of all pets during the wellness examination.  It may be just a simple question; “what food do you feed your pet?”, but there is a lot to consider about your pet’s dietary requirements.  

4. Exercise is important for all pets.  Sometimes it will take ingenuity to think of an exercise program for an indoor cat, but it is possible to create a kitty work-out program.
5. Indoor cats get sick just like any other pet.  When they do become ill, if base-line physical examination parameters [like temperature, heart rate, respiration rate, weight, and other examination findings] and screening test values [such as blood, urine, and fecal tests] have already been established, and monitored regularly, then new findings can be interpreted with respect to previous findings for your cat.  Normal values can actually vary quite a bit between different animals of the same species, and reference ranges are only guidelines.  So sometimes a test that isn’t in the reference range is actually normal for an individual pet.  Also, if we know how your cat usually acts, we are better able to assess their behavior when it isn’t normal.
6. Sometimes your pet’s health can affect your own health, or the health of someone in your household.  Zoonotic illnesses are those that can be shared by different species.  While a veterinarian cannot give you advice about your own health, we can tell you if there might be a chance of transmission of disease from you to your pet, or vice versa.  

So…if you want to keep your cat healthy, establish a life-long health program just as you would for yourself.  The first step is consulting the pet health experts; your veterinary health team.

For further information about caring for an indoor cat check out the website of the Veterinary College at Ohio State University.  It is up-to-date on cat needs and behavior.

http://www.vet.ohio-state.edu/indoorcat.htm
