Feline Lower Urinary Tract Disease

Gusher … February 2007
        Q. My tom cat died rather mysteriously the other day.  He 

        started straining on his litter box but nothing was coming 

        out.  The next day he was vomiting and before I could get him 

        to his doctor he died.  There was nothing in his litter box. 

        Could he have had a blocked bowel? 

      A. While constipation or a blocked bowel can occur it was not 

      likely the problem in this case.  You will recall that there 

      was nothing in the litter box, not even urine.  More often 

      than not when a cat is straining over a litter box it is due 

      to either a urinary tract disease or a blockage of the urethra, 

      or urine tube.


     This syndrome in cats has been studied for decades and can be


very frustrating.  It is usually not caused by infection per se,


but the true cause is really unknown.  It is known that certain 


cats are more prone to it than others.  While females do have 


this problem it usually is much less dangerous than in the male.


because of the size of her urethra she is less likely to 


become blocked with "sand" or mucus.

           This condition, commonly known as "Feline Lower Urinary Tract

      Disease", or FLUTD is often related to the acidity of the urine.
 

      At one time the vast majority of the cases involved struvite,


or magnesium ammonium phosphate, precipitating out of the urine


and settling in the bladder in the form of stones or "sand".


It was believed that the ash content of the food was directly 


responsible for sand formation in the urinary tract.   This was


partly correct.  Later, however, it was discovered that high ash 


levels in the feed had a tendency to raise the pH of the urine of 


those cats eating that feed.  The "pH" is a unit of the measure of


acidity
or alkalinity of any substance.  A low pH is more acidic and a 


high pH is more alkaline (i.e. less acidic).  By merely changing 


the type of ash and not decreasing the quantity, researchers 


demonstrated that ash itself was not the culprit, for the new 


type of ash was one which did not raise the pH.  The study was taken 

      further by feeding the former feed and doing nothing more 

      than lowering the pH of the urine by the use of oral urinary 

      acidifiers.  This alone had a tendency to prevent FLUTD (which at


that time was called Feline Urologic Syndrome, or FUS).

           Why is the acidity of the urine so important?  There are 

      two answers to this.  First, an acidic environment is more 

      hostile to pathogenic, or disease causing organisms. 

      Therefore an acidic urine will help prevent urinary tract 

      infection.  Second, the "sand" we spoke of earlier is 

      actually mineral crystals, usually of magnesium, ammonium and 

      phosphate.  This combination is called "struvite".  Struvite 

      crystals form more readily in alkaline (high pH) urine and 

      are more common if there is a starting point around which to 

      form (this starting point is called a nidus).  


     Eventually this enlightenment was grasped by the entire


cat food industry and nearly all the cat food was reformulated 


to create at least a mildly acidic urine.  Not surprisingly


the incidence of FLUTD involving struvite decreased rather dramatically



but one other factor was not considered.  There are other types of 


minerals which precipitate out more readily in an alkaline urine.


The incidence of these cases increased, although not nearly to


the level of the original problem.  Further, many cases of FLUTD


do not involve any mineral formation at all.

           What does all this mean to me?  If a cat starts having episodes


of urinary tract problems (the first signs of which are frequenting


the litter box and vocalizations) it is important to find out which, 


if any, minerals are involved.  This is determined by a complete 


examination and a urinalysis.  If it is a male cat he runs the further


risk of total blockage, which is a medical emergency, so a wait-


and-see approach is not a good idea.  The veterinarian will then tailor


a plan for that specific animal to help control the problem, as 
recurrences are very common.

