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Feline Herpes Virus

The cornea is the transparent outer portion of the eye.  It serves to bend light as it enters the eye so that an image can be focused on the retina. It also serves as a barrier between the structures inside the eye and the outside environment.  Under normal conditions, the cornea is clear because it has no blood vessels of pigment and has a very specialized organization to its fibers.  Although, it is an very durable structure, it easily loses it’s transparency when it becomes diseased.  Many of the corneal diseases in cats are unique to the species. 

Feline herpes virus is the only known viral cause of corneal disease in cats and is easily the most frustrating disease to manage for the patient, the owner, and the doctor.  The virus cannot be spread from cat to human.  Greater than 90% of cats are infected with the feline herpes virus, but not every cat develops signs of the virus.  The virus is never cleared but goes into “remission” where it can periodically become active. Feline herpes virus is associated with stress (emotional or physical) and immunosuppression (related to steroid administration orally, topically, or injectable forms.).  The clinical signs of feline herpes keratitis VARY.  Some cats are mildly affected and the signs clear with time, while others are chronically infected with severe and painful ocular diseases.

Most corneal ulcers in cats are related to feline herpes virus.  Treatment is aimed at stopping viral replication and preventing secondary infection of the corneal ulcer.  The therapy for feline herpes virus depends on the cat and the symptoms. 

Important Points in Treatment

1. Almost 100 % of cats have been exposed to herpes.  It is not necessary to consider your cat contagious.

2. There is no consistently effective treatment of feline viral herpes keratitis.  It is on a case to case basis that specific types of therapy are recommended.

3. Try to avoid stressful situations for your cat, including travel, boarding, introduction of new animals, or anything else that you know stresses your cat (the possibilities are endless).

4. Because of herpes, your cat is at risk for developing other ocular diseases related to herpes that may not be present at this time.  If there is a change in the appearance of your cat’s eyes, they need to be reevaluated as soon a possible.

Notify the Doctor Immediately if Any of the Following Occur

· Your pet shows continued signs of pain or discomfort.

· You note a sudden change in the appearance of the eye(s).

· Your pet is rubbing at the eye.

· You are beginning to run out of medications and you do not feel as though you have enough to continue treatment until the next appointment.  If you were prescribed medications through a compounding pharmacy, you have refills available for one year and can contact them directly for refills.
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