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        Q. What is feline leukemia virus.  Should I vaccinate my cat 

        against it if I only let her out to go to the restroom? 

        A. There have been volumes of material written in the past 

        forty years concerning the feline leukemia virus.  The name 

        was first coined as such because the virus was originally 

        isolated from a cat that was suffering from leukemia. 

        Leukemia, however, is rare in cats even with the virus.

             The feline Leukemia Virus is from a group of viruses 

        known as Retroviruses.  The significance of this group is 

        their very complex ability to incorporate the code for their 

        own production into the cells of the host animal.  That is to 

        say, they transform cells within your pet into factories to 

        produce more virus.

             The feline leukemia virus (FeLV) may cause a number of 

        problems besides leukemia.  Many cancers in cats are caused 

        by the virus.  However, fortunately, this is not that common. 

        The most important manifestation of the virus is that of 

        immunosuppression.  Simply stated, this means that the immune 

        system no longer has the ability to fight diseases.  A 

        disease that may not even be noticed in an otherwise healthy 

        cat may be fatal in one infected with FeLV.

             How does a cat become infected with feline leukemia 

        virus?

             Infection with the virus is by direct contact with an                                                                  

          actively infected animal or its bodily secretions.  The 

        actively infected cat may transmit the disease prior to 

        showing any signs of illness so it is not enough to isolate 

        your cat from apparently ill animals.  FeLV can also be 

        passed to the kittens from the mother via colostrum, or the 

        mother's first milk.

             Not all cats that have been exposed to FeLV will become 

        ill.  In fact about two fifths of those exposed can resist 

        the virus and may become immune.  But what becomes of the 

        other sixty percent?  Roughly half will become actively 

        infected and eventually die from a secondary disease as well 

        as transmit FeLV to healthy cats.  The other half become what 

        are called "latent carriers".  They are not presently ill nor 

        do they presently transmit the disease to other cats.  So 

        what is the significance?  Latent carriers may become 

        "reactivated" at a later date and get sick and/or transmit 

        the disease to other cats.

             Until about twenty years ago, we could do nothing to protect our 

        furry friends from feline leukemia virus other than to 

        maintain strict isolation from other cats.  In 1984 the first 

        federally licensed vaccine for the disease was produced by 

        Norden Laboratories and further refined in 1989.  FeLV

        Vaccines are now produced by many other manufacturers and are 

        available through your veterinarian.  Any cat having the 

        potential of coming into contact with another cat  should be vaccinated 

        against FeLV.  This vaccine, like other vaccines, is started 

        with a short series of shots then maintained with yearly                                                                    

         boosters.  The vaccine does not appear to confer protection 

        to a cat that is already a carrier, so many veterinarians 

        recommend having your cat tested prior to vaccination.  While 

        the tests are good tools, there are inherent limitations.

     
 Discuss your cat’s potential for exposure with your veterinarian

        and he or she will tailor a schedule which will include protection

        against other conditions as well.

