FELINE VACCINATION: BENEFITS VS. RISKS

REASONS FOR VACCINATING KITTENS:

When kittens are born, they are exposed to viruses that can cause serious respiratory and 

intestinal illnesses.  Most kittens receive some antibodies against these viruses from the mom when they nurse, but many are still exposed to the virus by other adult cats, and occasionally by us when we inadvertently carry them home on our clothing.   By providing a series of boosters to young kittens, we can help their immune system to fight off the virus, before it causes them to become ill.

HOW THE VACCINES HELP:

Vaccines expose the cat to proteins that look like the virus, but don’t trigger the disease.  Once exposed, the cat’s immune system can then recognize the virus in the future, and should know how to attack it so that it won’t make the cat ill.  Kittens often need multiple boosters when they are younger because the antibodies from their mothers compete with the vaccine to prevent the kitten from developing a long-lasting immunity.  Most of mom’s antibodies are out of the kittens system by 3-4 months of age, which is when the boosters are stopped for one year. Older cats that are being vaccinated for the first time, only need to be have the first vaccine boostered once, about 4 weeks after the initial injection.

WHICH VACCINES SHOULD WE USE FOR YOUR CAT?

The decision to vaccinate cat depends on a variety of risk factors.  Certain vaccines are considered CORE vaccines, which should be given to every cat.  Others may be needed depending on where you obtained your cat from or how healthy he or she is.  It is always best to discuss any concerns with your veterinarian.  

FELINE DISTEMPER AND UPPER RESPIRATORY VIRAL VACCINE(FVRCP)

We currently recommend a booster for upper respiratory and intestinal viruses every 3-4 weeks, starting at 4-6 weeks, until the kitten is 3 months old.  If you are very concerned about over-vaccinating your cat, the respiratory vaccine can be given once at 4 weeks of age, and then again at 6 months, but the booster for the intestinal virus called Feline Distemper, is still needed monthly.  The Distemper booster provides adequate protection from Feline distemper for as long as three years for indoor cats.  However, the vaccine may not protect your cat from upper respiratory viruses for longer than a year, so it is important to consult your veterinarian for the best vaccine recommendations for your adult cat.

Since most vaccines against feline distemper and the respiratory viruses cats get are derived from weakened strains of the virus, or a modified live viral vaccines, they are unlikely to trigger inflammation under the skin and considered to be a low risk factor in causing fibrosarcomas.  However, modified live virus vaccines do cause some lethargy and soreness, as they are triggering the same portion of the immune system that is triggered when you get a flu shot or have a cold.  These vaccines are given in the right shoulder to monitor for any vaccine reaction lumps.

SHOULD I VACCINATE OR TEST FOR FELINE LEUKEMIA?

Feline leukemia is a virus that attacks a cat’s immune system.  It affects their ability to fight off infection and can even cause cancer.  Young kittens from stray populations are at the highest risk for infection.  Our recommendation is to blood test all cats or kittens with an unknown history for the presence of the virus.  If your cat will be exposed to other cats, either outdoors or regularly at a groomers, it should be protected from the illness with a vaccination.  If your cat will be indoors only, we do not recommend vaccination as there is a VERY SMALL chance that this vaccine can trigger a  fibrosarcoma  at the site where the injection is given.  For this reason, cats that do receive a leukemia vaccine are injected in the LEFT rear leg.  If a lump forms there, it is probably just a vaccine response, but if it persists it should be removed to determine if there is a potential problem.  PLEASE ask your veterinarian about any concerns you might have.  Remember, if your cat goes outside, the benefit of protecting your cat from FELV (1 in 1,000 develop leukemia) is FAR OUTWEIGHED by the 1 in 10,000 chance of developing the tumor.

SHOULD I VACCINATE FOR RABIES?

 Rabies vaccines are required by law in all states, though how frequently they need boosters varies from state to state.  In Rhode Island, the first two vaccines must be given within a year apart; regardless of the age they first receive it.  After that, boosters are required every  one to three years, depending on the type of vaccines used.  

The three year IMRAB vaccine uses an adjuvant, or material additive, attached to a rabies virus antigen, to stimulate a three year antibody protection against the rabies virus. This vaccine provides long term protection, but the adjuvant acts as a foreign body under the skin that causes the inflammation that can trigger fibrosarcomas. 

 Recombinant vaccines hide the rabies virus antigen in a canary pox virus to trick the immune system into making antibodies against the rabies virus.  The advantage is that because it does not use an adjuvant, it does not cause the inflammation under the skin that can trigger the cancer.  The disadvantage is the canary pox virus only stimulates a one year protective titer against the rabies virus, and it can make your cat feel lethargic and sore for a day, just as you would after a flu vaccine.  Since mammals are not susceptible to the bird virus, there is no chance of your cat becoming ill from the canary pox vector.

 Cats are vaccinated in the RIGHT rear leg so that the injection site can be monitored for any potential problems.  Most lumps are simple vaccine reactions, but they should be checked if they persist for more than two weeks.  Rabies vaccines are not only for your cat’s protection.  Rabies is a very serious public health concern, therefore all cats MUST BE vaccinated. Remember, the risk for developing the tumor is very small.  Again, it is important to discuss any concerns with your veterinarian so we can provide the best health care for your pet.                                 


