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Cats face a new health challenge: the H5N1 virus, commonly known as avian flu or bird flu.
Researchers at the University of Pittsburgh have provided compelling evidence that
domestic cats are adapting to this virus, raising public health concerns. Let’s dive into the
findings, the implications, and how you can protect your feline companions.

The Spread of Bird Flu
Origins and Evolution
The highly pathogenic avian influenza virus (HPAIV) H5N1 first emerged in China in 1996.
Over the decades, it has evolved into several variants, known as clades. Among these, clade
2.3.4.4.b has spread extensively across the globe. This variant has infected over 90 bird
species and 21 mammal species, including humans, showcasing its adaptability and
resilience.

Infections in Domestic Cats
Reports of H5N1 infections in domestic cats date back to 2004, primarily associated with
respiratory issues. However, the 2.3.4.4.b clade has demonstrated a disturbing capacity to
cause neurological symptoms in mammals, including sea lions, red foxes, and now domestic
cats.

The South Dakota Outbreak

https://meowkats.com/avian-flu-and-cats/
https://meowkats.com/the-domestic-cat/
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What Happened?
In April 2024, a rural outbreak in South Dakota highlighted the vulnerability of outdoor cats
to the H5N1 virus. Ten cats exhibited severe respiratory and neurological symptoms before
succumbing to the virus. Necropsies conducted at the North Dakota Veterinary Diagnostic
Laboratory confirmed the presence of the H5N1 clade 2.3.4.4.b variant in the affected cats.

Research Findings
Researchers employed advanced diagnostic techniques, including:

Histopathology: Examined tissue damage.
Quantitative RT-PCR: Measured viral RNA levels.
Whole Genome Sequencing: Analyzed viral genetics.
Phylogenetics: Traced the virus’s origins.
Lectin Histochemistry and Pseudovirus Binding Assays: Assessed receptor compatibility.
The results revealed close genetic ties between the virus found in cats and H5N1 strains
previously identified in South Dakota dairy cattle, suggesting cross-species transmission.

Neurological Impact of H5N1
Key Symptoms in Cats
The virus caused significant neurological damage in infected cats, particularly in the
cerebellum and hippocampus. Key findings included:

Neuronal Necrosis: Death of brain nerve cells.

https://www.cdc.gov/bird-flu/situation-summary/index.html
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Gliosis: Increased glial cell activity due to injury.
Perivascular Inflammation: Immune response around brain blood vessels.
High Viral Antigen Levels: Concentrated in brain tissues, indicating neurotropic behavior.
This neurological impact underscores the virus’s ability to target critical brain regions,
favoring neurological symptoms over respiratory ones in cats.

Cats as Potential Viral Hosts
Adaptation and Public Health Concerns
The study, titled Marked Neurotropism and Potential Adaptation of H5N1 Clade 2.3.4.4.b
Virus in Naturally Infected Domestic Cats, emphasizes the role cats may play in viral
evolution. Researchers warn that:

Cats could serve as “mixing vessels” for avian and mammalian influenza viruses.
This could lead to new strains capable of infecting humans.
Although no human cases linked to cats have been reported, this possibility calls for
vigilance and proactive measures.

The Bigger Picture
Global Implications
The findings align with similar cases in Texas, where H5N1 outbreaks among cattle
coincided with deaths in birds and cats. These patterns highlight the virus’s ability to cross
species barriers, emphasizing the importance of monitoring domestic and wild animal
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populations.

Preventing Future Risks
Enhanced surveillance and preventative measures are essential to mitigate the risk of
zoonotic transmission. Understanding the virus’s behavior in mammals can help us prepare
for potential outbreaks and reduce the threat to both animals and humans.

Protecting Your Cats from
Bird Flu
You can take several steps to protect your cats from H5N1:

Keep Cats Indoors: Limit outdoor exposure, especially in outbreak-prone areas.1.
Monitor Wildlife Interactions: Reduce contact between your cat and birds or small2.
mammals.
Practice Hygiene: Wash your hands after handling birds or cleaning bird-related areas.3.
Avoid Raw Meat: Feed your cat cooked meat to avoid contamination.4.
Stay Informed: Keep up with local H5N1 updates and follow veterinary guidance.5.
Explore Vaccines: Consult your veterinarian about emerging flu vaccines for pets.6.
The adaptation of H5N1 in domestic cats underscores the virus’s potential to breach species
barriers and adapt to mammalian hosts. While the risk to humans remains low, the study’s
findings highlight the need for vigilance and preventive action. By staying informed and
protecting our feline friends, we can reduce the spread of this dangerous virus.
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