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I first met Peeper in 1990 when she

was 5 years old. Over the years, she had

generally good health, complicated by

intermittent bladder problems. She

was predisposed to the development

of bladder stones, specifically calcium

oxalate stones. Like all stones, they

are painful. She needed to have them

removed surgically from her bladder as

they were too large to be passed and are

not of the sort that can be dissolved

with nutritional or medical therapies.

This type of stone is most commonly

seen in cats of Persian, Himalayan or

Burmese breeding. Peeper might have

had some Burmese in her genetics,

but she was just unlucky enough to be

inclined to this problem. Throughout

the rest of her life, her people were dili-

gent about supplementing her diet with

medication (potassium citrate) to pre-

vent formation of more stones.

This stalwart soul continued merrily

throughout life with gradually progress-

ing joint changes. She developed severe

arthritis. Despite this and with the

help of Cartrophen™ injections and

oral Cosequin™ at home (cartilage

protectants) she kept up her garden

patrol and remained mobile.

Over time, like so many cats, her kidney

function began to decline. Here too, she

was supported and loved by her family

so that she lived fully. They helped her

as her kidneys became less able to clear

her blood by giving her fluids subcuta-

neously, and by giving her Pepsid™ (an

antacid) and Amphogel™ (to lower her

phosphorus levels). Renal insufficiency

is a very common, age-appropriate
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Peeper lived for many years in comfort despite her numerous medical “issues‚” thanks to the love and

diligent care by her people. I believe also that she lived out such a full 19 years despite these problems

because of the strong bond and relationship that she had with both of her caregivers. The healing power

of love is remarkable. I had the honour of knowing her and her family for 14 years. We boarded her

whenever her parents were away: it was easy to fall in love with this girl. Gone now these past three

months, I can say, we will never forget her. We are richer for having known her.

change that occurs in most cats as they

enter their teen years. Because it is

amenable to supportive care, we rec-

ommend screening for it from 8 or 9

years of age onwards. Additionally, we

screen for hypertension, because it

often co-exists with renal insufficiency.

And yes, this very special cat also devel-

oped hypertension. It was well regulated

with a medication called amlodipine.

continued on page 6
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Deciding to authorize euthanasia is one

of the most important and toughest

decisions you’ll ever make. Perhaps

your ill or aged cat will slip away peace-

fully in his sleep. But more often, it will

be up to you to make that final decision

for him. How will you know when

it’s time? To whom can you turn for

informed and sympathetic guidance?

When You Can’t Do
“Everything”
Catherine Hegarty, DVM, of the Colonial

Veterinary Hospital in Ithaca, NY, lost her

18-year-old cat Briquet to renal failure

three years after initial diagnosis. “I had

him since I was in the fifth grade,” she

recalls. “I actually think it was easier for

me to decide when it was time than for

most clients because, unfortunately,

I’ve seen a fair share of cats who’ve suf-

fered. I know exactly what I didn’t want

Briquet to go through for my sake.

“In another case, we lost a cat to feline

leukemia. That made me understand

how helpless clients feel when they want

and can afford to ‘do everything’ – but

nothing can be done.”

Quality of Life Issues
June Brunt, DVM, of the Cat Hospital at

Towson in Baltimore, MD, also uses her

own experiences to guide clients. “I

encourage them to reminisce, so they’ll

remember the happy times after they go

through the stages of grief. Sometimes

I’ll share my experiences with my first

cat from veterinary school who saw me

through many life changes and was my

consistent, constant companion.”

A colleague once offered Brunt some

advice she uses as a touchstone, “He

taught me the three most important

things in treating cancer, and I use

the same guidelines in addressing all

end stage problems: 1. Quality of life;

2. Quality of life; and 3. Quality of life.”

What To Look For
What are the signs that might signal

your cat’s quality of life has deteriorated

to the point that euthanasia may be the

most humane step?

“Uncontrollable pain is an obvious

answer,” notes Blunt, “although cats

are often clandestine about pain. The

veterinarian can hopefully provide

insight into the level of pain for guiding

clients to the kindest decisions. Some

cats are very accepting of oral medica-

tions that will make them feel better and

improve their quality of life. Other cats,

however, would be absolutely miserable

and hide all the time, dreading the time

for treatment or medications. In that

case, attempting to provide those

medications actually decreases that cat’s

quality of life.”

Both Hegarty and Blunt also look for

the disruption or cessation of the cat’s

normal, everyday activities in helping

their clients to determine whether their

cat’s “quality of life” has declined.

Hegarty stresses the importance of pro-

viding an accurate diagnosis to give the

clients as much input as possible in

coming to a decision. Both emphasize

that the caregiver must make the final

decision. “While I often advise clients

to consider euthanasia, I’m careful to

let the decision be theirs,” says Hegarty.

I also suggest they critically ask them-

selves, ‘Is my cat enjoying life most of

the time or not?’ ”

The Kindest Decision
Brunt also tells her clients that as hard

as the decision is, “They’re doing the

kindest thing for their friends and com-

panions by not allowing them to suffer

and endure continued discomfort and

pain. Sometimes people just have to be

reassured that when they make the deci-

sion, it’s not wrong and they should

harbour no feelings of guilt. It’s a huge

weight for some people to carry; and

when the outcome is inevitable, the

caregivers should be at peace, knowing

they’ve done the right thing.”

Pet Loss Support Hotlines
(Hours are EST)
University of California-Davis, School

of Veterinary Medicine’s Pet Loss

Support Hotline: (800) 565-1526,

Monday to Friday: 6:30PM – 9:30PM

Colorado State University’s Argus

Institute Family Support Services:

This Institute offers individual and

group counselling. (970) 491-1242

From Cat Watch, May 2003 

On the web, dealing with pet loss:

www.petloss.com
www.rainbowbridge.com

How Will I Know When It’s Time?
Saying goodbye to a beloved cat isn’t easy. Finding support

and empathy can help.

SIGNS OF DECL INING 
QUALITY OF L IFE

Extreme difficulty breathing

Inability to or refusal to eat

Inability to navigate independently
to the litterbox

Stops grooming

Frequent howling or vocalization
in pain, distress or confusion

Hiding or withdrawing from
any contact

Crouching in a corner, face to
the wall

Hanging head over water bowl,
but unable or unwilling to drink
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The old-fashioned. term “the cat’s

whiskers” means “the height of perfec-

tion” or “first-rate.” Popular in the 1920s,

this expression, along with “the cat’s

meow,” referred to the daring flappers

described as “impossible to shock.”

Cat whiskers, tactile hairs, are found on

your cat’s eyebrows, chin, cheeks and in

an area behind the forelegs above the

paw. They are two to three times thicker

than other hairs and taper to a fine,

flexible tip. Approximately 12 of these

stiff bristles align in four rows that

protrude from either side of the cat’s

muzzle. The top row moves independ-

ently of the middle row.

“Whiskers are connected to a nerve fiber

that relays messages directly to the brain

and are an extension of the cat’s tactile

devices,” says Paul DeMars, DVM, of

Oklahoma State University, Oklahoma.

They sport longer roots than your cat’s

other hairs and are embed-

ded three times deeper into

kitty’s body in dermal sacs.

At the other end of each

whisker is a sensory organ,

called a proprioceptor, that

sends a message to the brain.

A cat’s whiskers grow in proportion

to his body. Sylvester, a three-year-old

black and white long-hair from

Burlington, Iowa, set the Guinness

world record for whisker length at

five-and-a-half inches in 2003.

Environmental Navigation
“During the day, a cat would not have

as much need to use her whiskers. Most

are located in the front of the animal,

around the eyes and near the nose.

They enhance the senses when vision

is diminished,” explains Dr. DeMars.

When your cat flexes her whiskers

back and forth throughout the day, the

proprioceptors detect subtle changes

in air currents or vibrations and trans-

late these into messages that indicate

prey movement or the location of

objects like trees and furniture.

Facial whiskers are well-developed

on most predatory species to enhance

hunting abilities, their location deter-

mining their function. The ones located

on the muzzle or “whisker pad” aug-

ment navigation skills in restricted

spaces or in darkness. These whiskers

extend approximately the width of the

cat’s body. Although legend purports

that cats use their whiskers to decide

whether an opening is large enough for

their bodies to pass through, this has

never been scientifically proven. It is

certain, though, that facial whiskers help

determine the bite point on a prey’s neck.

Whiskers located on the forelegs collect

information about captured prey. Because

cats are farsighted, they often cannot see

animals in their clutches. The leg whiskers

allow cats to estimate size, shape and

position of their prey, as well as their own

position relative to it. These whiskers

also help detect escape attempts.

Used for Communication
Similar to people – who smile and

frown to show emotion – cats use

their facial whiskers position to com-

municate three distinct moods.

By a Whisker
These extremely sensitive hairs help your cat navigate

and successfully hunt prey.

About 12 whiskers align in four rows that protrude from
either side of the cat’s muzzle. There are also whiskers
that appear behind the front paws of our model, Peeper.

When Cats Get Bedbugs
“…And don’t let the bedbugs bite” used to send kids to slumber land with a shudder,

but who’d have thought that cats need to worry about the parasitic insect, Cimex

lectularius? Some Scottish felines might, according to an article in the Journal, Veterinary

Record (Vol. 151, Issue 11), titled “Human bedbug infestation of a domestic cat.”

“The parasites were not causing the cat any obvious discomfort despite their size

and number, but did move on to the owner when the cat sat on her lap,” said the

report’s authors, who work at the University of Glasgow Veterinary School and

Disease Surveillance Centre at Thurso, in northern Scotland.

Bedbugs are still endemic in many parts of the world, but had been extremely rare in

the United Kingdom because of improvements in hygiene and insecticides. But that

could change on both sides of the Atlantic with the increase of international travel of

both human beings and their domestic pets. Eradication can be difficult because adult

bedbugs can live in crevices for up to six months without feeding.

Their diagnosis, the Scottish health authorities said, “raises the possibility that domestic

cats may provide a reservoir and mode of spread of this human parasite.”
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Shy or afraid: Closely bunched whiskers

lying flat against a cat’s cheeks make his

face appear smaller and less threatening.

This look can also mean your cat is

angry or feels vulnerable. This position

is typical of cats that are feeding or are

greeting another cat.

Tense or excited: Your cat needs to

sense all outside stimuli when hunting,

playing or walking, so her whiskers will

be bristling, fully fanned and bending

almost straight forward. When the long

whiskers are positioned this way, the

shorter facial whiskers will bend forward

as well to allow your cat to assess prey

positions.

Content or calm: The whiskers will

be pushed neither forward nor back,

but resting somewhere in between

since your cat has no reason to sense

his environment.

In the 17th century, people believed

that cutting a cat’s whiskers eliminated

its courage. Dr. DeMars thinks this idea

likely took hold because “clipping

whiskers is like impairing someone’s

senses.” In experiments, whiskerless

cats repeatedly missed their prey when

springing for it. Forcing whiskers into a

position counter to their natural align-

ment causes discomfort and may

trigger a swat from a cat with claws

fully arrayed.

As with other types of hair, whiskers

are shed periodically and the observant

owner will discover them occasionally

lying about the house. Not to worry.

Your pet is still capable of delivering

a small rodent at your feet while a

replacement grows in. From Cat Watch,
August 2004

1. Know which plants are poisonous

(www.ansci.cornell.edu/plants/index.

html). Ingesting even a small amount

of some plants, such as Easter lilies,

may be fatal.

2. Never allow a cat access to cleaning

agents. Some have ingredients that

can irritate the gastrointestinal

tract, while others have a corrosive

action and can chemically burn the

sensitive mucous membranes of the

mouth, esophagus, and stomach.

3. When using rat or mouse baits, ant

or roach traps, or snail and slug

baits, place them in areas that are

inaccessible to your cat.

4. Never give any medication unless

you have been directed to do so by

your veterinarian. Many that are

used safely in humans can be deadly

to your cat.

5. Never leave chocolate unattended.

One half ounce of baking chocolate

per pound body weight or less can

be very toxic.

Tips for a Poison Safe House

Cat Curfews Work… Until Dawn
Australians love their animals, spending $2.2 billion a year on pet care and

employing more than 30,000 people to cook pet food, provide veterinary services,

and make non-food pet products. But they care, too, about native Australian

wildlife, particular in the suburban fringes and their remnant urban bushland.

Researchers writing in the Australian Veterinary Journal (Vol. 80, Issue 9) about

“attitudes of suburban Western Australians to proposed cat control legislation”

knew the results of one attempt to regulate felines and spare the birds. Lawmakers

in the municipality of Sherbrooke, in Victoria, were worried about dwindling

lyrebird populations in the adjacent Sherbrooke Forest so they required cat regis-

tration (with microchips under the skin‚ and a nighttime curfew for all cats, among

other measures.

In fact, the cat curfew seems to be helping lyrebirds, the journal reported. The

lyrebird population in Sherbrooke Forest is rebounding. And the number of lyrebirds

treated for cat-inflicted injuries has decreased. But now that Sherbrooke cats are

contained at night, their hunting time has shifted to daylight hours “and the prey

choice has changed to diurnal native animals,” the journal reported. “Attacks on

diurnal native birds have increased 30 to 53 percent.” Cat Watch, February 2003

6. Many common household items

can be lethal: antifreeze (ethylene

glycol), pennies (zinc); mothballs

(naphthalene or paradichloroben-

zene), potpourri oils, fabric softener

sheets, automatic dish detergents,

batteries (acids or alkali), home-

made play dough (salt), cigarettes,

coffee grounds, and alcoholic drinks.

7. It is safest to keep your kitty inside.

8. Before using flea products on your

cat or in your household, talk to

your veterinarian about what types

she/he recommends. Always follow

label instructions. Anything labeled

“for use in dogs only” should

NEVER be applied to cats. When

using a fogger or a house spray,

make sure to remove all cats from

the area for the period specified on

the container.

9. Surprisingly, grapes and raisins can

cause acute kidney failure in both dogs

and cats. Adapted from the Humane
Society of the United States

SPECIALS
OCTOBER: 10% off Royal Canin/ Waltham diets

NOVEMBER: Board 7 days for the cost of 6
DECEMBER: Annual Exam 10% off

JANUARY: Mature Cat Program 10% off
FEBRUARY: 10% off Hill’s diets

MARCH: Dental Hygiene 15% off
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New, easier-to-use equipment is

allowing more clients of diabetic cats

to monitor their pets at home and

administer Insulin, as necessary. But

increased responsibilities come along

with home monitoring, according to

an article in the veterinary journal,

Clinical Techniques in Small Animal

Practice (Vol.7, Issue 2).

What’s She Up to Now?
Dr. Margie has just returned from

Helsinki and Dublin! She was invited

to speak for two days in Finland a mere

two days after Canada beat Finland in

the World Cup Hockey tournament.

The first thing when starting off her

lectures was to get that “out of the

way” to ensure goodwill and a good

learning environment. She was gra-

ciously received in this beautiful old

city. Next stop: a few days in the coun-

tryside of Ireland before attending the

European Society of Feline Medicine

meeting in Dublin! This meeting

focused on infectious disease updates

as well as current cardiology.

The Fall will take her to Reno, Nevada

for a day of speaking, San Francisco for

the American Association of Feline

Practitioners board meeting and con-

tinuing education seminars and lastly,

Baton Rouge, Louisiana for a day of

presenting feline medicine topics.

This Winter brings a visit to Winnipeg

to give two full days of talks immedi-

ately followed by two days of present-

ing in Orlando, Florida. In February,

she’ll speak in Las Vegas, Nevada and

Columbus, Ohio for a very full week.

Whew!

Monitoring Your Diabetic Cat
According to research by veterinarians

at Colorado State University College

of Veterinary Medicine and Biomedical

Sciences portable glucose meters and

home fructosamine monitors make

blood and urine sampling more feasible

for clients. And home testing – by a

properly trained and equipped family

member – may be more accurate for

cats that find visits to the veterinari-

an’s office to be stressful. “Home sam-

pling is suggested when stress-induced

hyperglycemia occurs in the unfamil-

iar setting of the veterinary clinic,”

according to the article.

The diagnosis of diabetes in a beloved

cat can be a shock to clients, reported

the article’s authors, and clients “must

understand that the human-animal

bond to which they are accustomed

is about to change. Diabetic pets, once

regulated, can lead normal, healthy

lives but will depend on the owner

more than the owner may have been

previously accustomed.”

If the client is prepared to learn how to

measure blood glucose, they can become

more effective in helping control their

cat’s diabetes. Current approaches to

feeding suggest free-choice feeding bet-

ter suits cats than meal feeding as it

mimics their natural state. Feeding a

lower carbohydrate diet reflecting natu-

ral prey may be more appropriate for

cats with diabetes.

Education by veterinarians and clear

lines of communication from the cat

client are keys to home monitoring of

diabetes, the article said, concluding,

“The management of diabetes and long-

term health of the pet, in most cases,

will become second nature to those who

understand the disease management

and their role in that process.”

From Cat Watch, February 2003 

WEBSITES OF INTEREST

A website dealing with diabetes.

www.felinediabetes.com

Information about dental problems.

www.dentalvet.com/vets/
cats/feline_dental_
pathology_and_care.htm

Feline cancer resource page.

www.zzcat.com

A website devoted to enriching the

lives of indoor cats.

www.nssvet.org/ici/index.php

Along with this, she continues to enjoy

editing the Journal of Feline Medicine

and Surgery, teach and consult on the

Veterinary Information Network, and

has taken on the somewhat large role

as a program co-ordinator for an

intensive five day feline medicine

course next summer in Florida.

Nevertheless, she IS spending more

time with her teen-aged children,

Emily (17) and Ben (15), as much time

as possible with her husband, Jim

(veterinary pathologist), and five home

cats (Jon, Walter, Kireshi, Gaby and

Treo). In fact, one way she visits with

the human family members is to take

them with her on speaking trips! Emily

went along to Japan last March, Ben

went to South Africa in July and Jim to

Ireland. What a neat way to spend time

together! 


