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Impact of Fecal Impactions

Constipation (difficulty in defecating) is a relative
ly common problem  for cats. Fortunately, it is less 
life  th re a te n in g  than d ia rrh e a . H o w ever, 
prolonged constipation that is left untreated may 
progressively worsen and result in serious and 
som etim es p e rm a n e n t c o n d itio n s  such as 
megacolon.

Signs

Typical signs of constipation include crouching 
and straining for prolonged periods w ithout 
defecating or only producing a small amount of 
hard, dry feces. Constipated cats may also have 
poor appetites, lose weight, lack energy and vomit.

Paradoxically, diarrhea may sim ultaneously 
occur w ith constipation. The disruption and 
chronic irritation of the colon’s lining promote 
secretion and accumulation of fluid. The fluid can
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not penetrate the densely packed fecal material, 
thereby producing a dark, watery diarrhea some
times accompanied with sm all hard fecal balls. 
Occasionally loose feces comes around the fecal 
mass, giving the owner and the veterinarian the 
wrong clues.

Causes

Because defecation is a complex act, any inter
ference with the timing of the various mechanisms 
involved can cause constipation.

Dietary causes include ingestion of hair from 
grooming, low -fiber content in  the diet, obesity, or 
any other form of dietary indiscretion.

Environm ental changes, such as a dirty litter 
box or a new addition to the family, may play a 
psychological role in  decreasing the frequency of 
defecation, ultim ately leading to constipation.

Pain from an infected anal sac, abscess, or frac
tured pelvis can cause a cat to retain fecal material. 
The retained feces becomes harder and drier, thus 
becoming more difficult and painful for the cat to 
elim inate, finally causing constipation.

Obstruction of the colon or rectum by tumors, 
pelvic fractures, or fat deposits in the pelvic area 
may prevent the norm al passage of feces. External 
obstruction occurs frequently in long haired cats 
when the hair near the anus becomes matted. The
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matted hair is a m echanical barrier, preventing the 
cat from defecating. Cleaning and clipping the 
matted hair w ill resolve the problem  until the hair
regrows.

Diseases affecting the nerves that control the 
muscles of the colon and anus prevent proper 
muscle contractions to elim inate the feces. Those 
diseases include traum atic injury to peripheral 
nerves and Key-G askell Syndrome (a rare disease 
affecting the autonomic nervous system).

Idiopathic megacolon is the enlargement of the 
colon without apparent cause. However, it is 
thought that poor nerve supply to the colon and 
rectum may be the cause. The resulting ineffective 
contractions to empty the bowel causes fecal 
m aterial to continue to accumulate and increases 
the size of the colon.

M etabolic im balances and dehydration are 
common causes of constipation. Electrolyte ab
norm alities, such as a lack of potassium, may 
contribute to constipation by inhibiting neuromus
cular function of the colon.

Finally, m edications such as antihistamines, 
diuretics, anticholingerics, and preanesthetics 
have been im plicated in causing constipation. 
Those drugs can directly or indirectly decrease in
testinal m otility and colonic function.

Treatment

Treatment for m ild to moderate cases of constipa
tion includes high-bulk diets, laxatives, and oc
casionally suppositories or enemas to induce 
evacuation of bowel contents. In  more severe 
cases, manual evacuation of the bowel or surgery 
is required.

A  high-fiber, high-m oisture diet is an optimal 
diet fo r in d ucin g  p ro p er in testin al function. 
Wheat bran can be added to canned or moist cat 
food as part of an on-going constipation preven

tio n  program . U s u a lly  adding one to two 
tablespoons of wheat bran to 14 ounces of canned 
food w ill produce soft stools. Increasing the cat’s 
physical activity w ill also increase the m otility of 
the bowels.

Bulk-form ing laxatives stim ulate the large 
bowel because of the added bulk or volume. In  ad
dition, they soften fecal m aterial by retention of 
water. Lubricant laxatives, such as m ineral oil and 
Laxatone, are commonly used in cats that have 
problems with hair ingestion. Those products sof
ten and coat intestinal contents. They should be 
administered only occasionally and between meals 
since they may interfere with absorption of fat- 
soluble vitamins.
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M ilk  produces a sim ilar catharsis in  animals 
with decreased small bowel lactase activity. M ilk 
may be added on a trial basis to the diet to deter
mine whether the cat is lactose intolerant. If  so, 
m ilk can be used to supplement a high-moisture, 
high-fiber diet to produce a soft stool.

Y o u r ve terin arian  may recom m end using 
glycerin pediatric suppositories for treating mild 
cases of constipation.

Enemas help to evacuate fecal material by ir
ritating the lining of the colon, ballooning the 
intestinal w all away from the fecal mass and by sof
tening the fecal mass. Enemas should only be 
administered by a veterinarian to prevent com
plications.

Cats with recurrent constipation may require 
surgery in an attempt to correct the condition. The 
surgical procedure is called a colectomy (partial 
colon resection) in  which part of the colon is

Staff
There have been several changes to the staff 

of the C ornell Feline Health Center during the 
last few months.

Dr. Jeffrey Barlough resigned from his posi
tion as research associate in  Ju ly  when he 
relocated to California. D r. Barlough was also a 
contributing author for the C ornell Book of Cats 
which w ill be sold at bookstores this December, 
as well as a w riter for Feline Health Topics and 
Perspectives on Cats.

Dr. Wayne Corapi joined our staff in August 
to fill the vacant position of research associate. 
D r. C o rap i received his PhD  from  C o rn ell 
University and his D V M  from Colorado State

removed. However, this is only done as a last 
resort if  medical therapy is ineffective.

Summary

Prom pt treatm ent of constipation is recom 
mended to prevent more serious bowel disorders. 
A  cat that has been constipated for two days should 
be examined and treated by a veterinarian.

A  preventive maintenance program that in
cludes feeding a high-fiber, high- moisture diet, 
increasing physical activity, and occasionally ad
m inistering lubricant laxatives for cats with hair 
ball problems is prudent health care for cats.

This article has been adapted from  an article written 
by Dr. Darrell Horn published in Feline Health  
Topics, 2:1,1987. ■

Notes
University. H is current research project is feline 
infectious peritonitis.

Karen Havekost, office secretary who hand
led the memorial gifts to the Center, resigned in 
M ay when her husband graduated from the 
veterinary college. They moved to V irg in ia  
Beach where he accepted a position at an animal 
hospital.

Phyllis Dague joined our staff in July as office 
secretary for m em orial gifts and bequests. Phyl
lis previously worked 18 years for the Laboratory 
o f O rin o th o lo g y on the P e re g rin e  F a lco n  
Recovery Program. ■
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Vestibular

At first glance, an owner may m isinterpret their 
cat’s rolling, circling, and tilting head to be an over
reaction to inhaling catnip or bizarre playful be
havior. However, those can be just some of the 
signs of a common nervous disorder in cats, feline 
vestibular syndrome. The syndrome affects the 
peripheral nervous system and the vestibular sys
tem (parts o f the in n er ear w hich influence 
balance).

The Inner W orkings

The inner ear contains the sem icircular canals, 
utricule, saccule, and cochlea. Those anatomical 
features contain a fluid (perilym ph) which aids in 
balance and hearing. Sensitive nerves are located 
within the membranous lining of the sem icircular 
canals. Those nerves transmit impulses to the 
brain indicating the cat’s position in relation to 
gravity. The utricule, a chamber into which the 
sem icircular canals open, provide inform ation to 
the brain on the position and movements of the 
head. The saccule, 
a sm aller chamber, 
is adjacent to the 
u t r ic u le  and a t
taches to the co 
chlea by a duct. The 
c o c h le a , a b o n y 
stru c tu re  re se m 
bling a snail shell, 
protects the organ 
of C o rti (auditory 
nerve). It is respon
sible for translating 
sound waves in 'the 
p e rily m p h  in to  
nerve im pulses that

are then sent by the auditory nerve to the brain.

Consequently, disturbances to the inner ear 
result in  loss of balance (i.e. falling, rolling, stum
b lin g ), head t ilt ,  c ir c lin g , and ra p id  eye 
movements. The cat w ill tilt its head, circle, roll or 
flex its body towards the affected side. However if 
the cat has vestibular syndrome on both sides, it 
appears very disoriented and frightened, often 
rem aining in a crouched position with its limbs 
spread apart. The onset is usually sudden, often 
with vomiting and loss of appetite as the earliest 
signs. The veterinarian’s diagnosis is based on 
results from the physical examination, including 
ear and oral examinations, and skull radiographs. 
Anesthesia is required for the later procedure.

Causes and Treatments

Idiopathic Vestibular Neuropathy: This is a com
mon disease in adult cats of any age. In  the north
east the incidence is higher in the summer and

early fall. The results 
of diagnostic tests in
d ic a te  no a b n o r
malities. The cause 
is unknown, however 
it is hypothesized that 
it may be from an in
toxication to insec
ticides or consump
tion of seasonal prey. 
R e c o v e ry  o cc u rs  
w ithin two to three 
w eeks w ithout any 
sp e cific  treatm ent. 
However, supportive 
care such as cage rest
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me Is Common

and adm inistering antiemetics and cortisone may 
be recommended by your veterinarian. Prognosis 
is excelle n t since no perm anent neurolog ic 
damage occurs.

Chronic M iddle/Inner E ar Infections (otitis 
m edia-interna): H ead-tilt occurs when inflamma
tion interferes with the function of the inner ear. 
The inflamm ation may be from bacteria, fungi, or 
parasites (i.e. ear mites). M iddle ear infections 
can also interfere with facial nerve (cranial nerve 
V II)  function, causing facial paralysis and H orner’s 
Syndrome. Diagnosis by a veterinarian is based on 
ear examination and culturing or cytology of the 
ear exudate.

Treatment is based on the causative factor. 
Drug therapy is effective in most cases, however 
surgical drainage may be necessary if there are sig
nificant amounts of exudate within the middle ear.

Congenital Disorders: Kittens that develop a 
head tilt at birth to three months of age should be 
suspected of having a congenital vestibular disor
der. Breeds affected most often are Siamese and 
Burmese. If  the disorder affects only one side, the 
kitten often w ill compensate and make an accept
able house pet. There is no effective treatment 
available.

Traumatic Injuries: C ar accidents and falling 
are the most common causes of head trauma, 
hemorrhage of the tympanic membrane and frac
tures of the cochlea. A  veterinarian’s diagnosis 
may be based on radiographs of the skull. Treat
ment is usually supportive, and may include rest, 
antibiotics and cortisone. Prognosis is good if  no

damage has occurred to the brain  stem and 
cerebellum.

Tumors: Tum ors originating within the inner 
ear may involve the peripheral vestibular struc
tures. Carcinom as of the skin and ceruminous 
glands may spread and damage the vestibular ap
paratus within the inner ear. A  definitive diagnosis 
is made by biopsy. Surgical rem oval of the tumor 
may be indicated.

Toxins: Am inoglycoside antibiotics have been 
im plicated as a cause of vestibular syndrome. 
Prolonged adm inistration of high doses of strep
tom ycin in cats w ith im paired renal function 
usually produces a degeneration of the vestibular 
system. Whereas, other aminoglycosides affect 
the auditory receptors.

Summary

Since vestibular syndrome is a common problem 
in cats, owners should be alert to the distinctive 
signs of the disease. Any cat displaying those signs 
should be examined and treated by a veterinarian. 
Follow -up consultation with the veterinarian is im 
portant in treating any neurologic disorder. ■

This article was adapted from  an article written by 
Dr. Victoria Pentlarge in Veterinary N ews (fall 
1984).
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Q. I  raise M aine Coon cats and have ju st had a 
queen stop lactating. D id the kittens receive enough 
immunity?

A . A ll of the passive immunity is passed in the 
first 24 hours after birth through the colostrum or 
first m ilk. So, if  a kitten has nursed at all, or for 
one day, then the kitten should have some im
munity. If  the kittens never nursed, raise them in 
isolation from  any other age cats, and give in
tranasal vaccine against rhinotracheitis and calici 
at two weeks of age and then injectable vaccine at 
four weeks against panleukopenia, rhinotracheitis 
and calici and then follow  regular vaccination 
schedules.

Q. M y cat seem s bored and restless all o f  the time. 
Can I  expect any relief if  I  get a dog or cat fo r  a 
playm ate?

A. Many cats that act bored really want you to 
play with them more and to provide more diver
sions. Often another animal w ill help, but they also 
create more w ork for the owner and may not 
provide the re lie f both you and your cat seek.

Q. I  have ju s t lost a ca t to  hypertrophic car
diom yopathy and I  have his brother who appears 
normal. What should m y veterinarian do to prevent 
this one from  dying suddenly as his bother did?

A. The cause of hypertrophic cardiomyopathy 
is currently unknown. A  plan of diagnostics should 
be developed that would include chest radiographs 
and echocardiograms every four to six months to 
detect the thickening heart muscle. Nothing can 
be done to prevent its development other than 
recognize and treat the early signs. This may 
prolong the cat’s life.

Q. Will feeding m y old  cat H ill’s Prescription K/D  
slow down the inevitable advancing kidney disease?

A . Most veterinarians feel that to reduce the 
load of protein that the kidney has to process w ill 
in  turn lengthen the productive life of the kidneys 
and obviously the entire cat. K /D  is a specially 
prepared diet that is significantly lower in protein. 
There are other diets made by different companies 
w hich are a v a ila b le . Som e cats w ill eat a 
homemade low-protein diet. The recipe can be 
obtained from your veterinarian.

Q. We have ju st m oved to a new area and the cat 
has cystitis. He had his last bout three years ago. D id  
moving have anything to do with his cystitis flare-up?

A . Moving is very stressful to the whole fami
ly, including the cat. Since cystitis is precipitated 
by stress I  would expect that is the cause. Stress 
causes an increase in steriods that are produced in 
the body naturally. This increase in steriods leads 
to a decrease in white blood cells, resulting in a 
reduced immunity that is necessary to prevent bac
terial infections. ■

If you would like to have a question on 
feline health answered, please write to:

Cornell Feline Health Center 
PO CtM ail Bag
College o f  Veterinary Medicine 
Ithaca, N Y 14853-6401
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Honor Roll
The following individuals have contributed $100 or more to support the C ornell Feline Health Center’s 

work on feline diseases. Private contributions are an important source of income to fund our studies on 
diseases such as feline leukem ia, infectious peritonitis and feline im m unodeficiency virus. We are most 
grateful for their support, as w ell as those many individuals who have also contributed during the last few 
months. Thank you for your support!

Name___________________________ _
June Adelson, Ohio
Animal Hospital of the Rockaways, New York 
Clare Arce, Virginia 
Nina Beach, New York 
Mr. and Mrs. Don Blackburn, Texas 
Noel Borden, Virginia 
Mr. and Mrs. Clinton DeKay, Virginia 
Mary Draper, New York 
John J. Flemm Foundation, Inc., New York 
Barbara, Larry & Mark Friedman, New Jersey 
Maxine Hoffer, New Jersey 
Ann MacLenathen, New York 
Patricia Manganaro, New York 
Terry McCafferty, New York 
Mr. and Mrs. Lyell Moon, New York 
Peggy Payne, Missouri 
Patricia Pfannenstiel, Maryland 
Margaret Plunkett, Minnesota 
Mr. and Mrs. John Procope, New York 
Walter Sarjeant, New York 
Marguerite Schryver, New York 
Helen Shoup, Texas 
Jean Vegliante, Connecticut 
Ken Weinstock, California 
Ruth White, Connecticut 
Kim Wymond, California 
Cheryl Yeip, Michigan 
Elizabeth Zimmerman, Pennsylvania

Contributing M embership
Lee and Marian Ash, Connecticut (In memory of Po-Kee)
R. Fraund, New York 
Vem and Joann Roberts, Florida 
Mary R. Sullivan, Virginia 
Ralph Wilgarde, Michigan 
Abbie Zabar, New York

Patron M embership
Loretta Kuehn, West Germany (In memory of Hessy, Rex and Missy)

Cat Clubs
Capital Cat Club, Maryland 
Cincinnati Cat Club, Ohio 
Connecticats, Connecticut 
Feline A lliance of Tidewater, New Jersey 
Firebird Cat Fanciers, Inc., Arizona 
Maine Coon Breeders &  Fanciers Assoc., V irginia

Camuti M emorial Feline Sem inar 
Is Established

Nina Cam uti Danielson has established the 
L o u is  J .  an d  A le x a n d r ia  V . C a m u ti  
M em orial Feline Sem inar in memory of her 
parents. Throughout the year experts in 
feline m edicine w ill be invited to present 
state-of-the-art seminars on feline surgery 
and m edicine for students and faculty at 
N Y SCV M .

Ms. Danielson feels that the seminars 
w ill reach those people who have chosen 
professional careers in veterinary medicine 
and open avenues for their advancement.

Funds given for:
In memory of Sydney, In honor of Med Vet Clinic
In memory of Winnie Fox
In memory of Lotte
In memory of Delius
General Contribution
In memory of Plum
In honor of Dr. Clinton Pease
Pumpkin Draper Memorial Fund
General Donation
Pumpkin Draper Memorial Fund
In memory of Dr. and Mrs. Robert Schmitzer
In memory of Squeek (for FeLV studies)
In memory of Ralph
In honor of Dr. Bernard Hershhom; In memory of Jafle
In memory of Suzie-Q
In memory of Jerry
General Contribution
General Contribution
In memory of Blinkie
In memory of Perkins
In memory of Caspurr
General Donation
In memory of Button
Kac Young’s Birthday
General Contribution
In memory of Friend and Momcat
In memory of Tuna
In memory of Tom



P e r s p e c t iv e s

O n  C a t s 8

In the News ...

T u n a  D ie t  E ffec ts  F e lin e  B eh a v io r

D r. Katherine Houpt, professor of physiology; D r. 
Donald Lisk, Toxic Chem icals Laboratory; Linda 
Essick, and E ve Shaw at C o rn e ll’s College of 
Veterinary M edicine studied the behavioral ef
fects produced by feeding a com m ercial tuna diet 
to kittens. Six six-week-old kittens were fed a com
m ercial red-meat tuna diet exclusively for 188 
days, w hile the six control kittens were fed a com
m ercial beef ration. The researchers concluded 
that the kittens fed the tuna diet were less playful, 
less active, more vocal, and spent more time eating 
than the beef-fed kittens.

M arine fish such as tuna contain appreciable 
concentrations of methyl mercury, a neurotoxin 
that crosses the blood-brain barrier of consumers 
of fish. It has been reported that cats fed 46 
micrograms of m ercury per kilogram  body weight 
d a ily  develo p ed  a m in im al n o n p ro g re ssive  
neurological deficit after 60 weeks. D r. Houpt 
cautions that her study is not a toxicological study, 
and that it cannot be said with certainty, that the 
mercury in the com m ercial tuna diet caused the

observed behavioral changes. (Resource: Veteri
nary Viewpoints, N um ber 4 ,1988 .)

C h o leca lc ifero l R o d en tic id es: A  N ew  
H e a lth  T h rea t

The new class of rodenticides, containing cholecal
ciferol (vitam in D 3 ), poses a new health threat for 
cats. Those rodenticides initiate organ failure 
(and death) through soft tissue calcification. The 
kidneys, heart, and lungs are very susceptible to 
calcification.

In  cases of accidental poisoning it is important 
to identify the active ingredient, since vitam in K  
antagonists and cholecalciferol are treated dif
ferently by a veterinarian. Signs of cholecalciferol 
rodenticide poisoning may include twitching, 
nausea, abdominal pain, and vomiting blood.

Remember, poisoning is an emergency, there
fore you should contact your veterinarian im 
mediately. (Resource: Friskies Research Digest, 
2 5 ( l) :2 -4 ,1989.) .
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