
• Also known as “Feline Distemper”

• Because the vaccine is highly effective, most cat owners don’t have much experience with feline panleukopenia

• Panleukopenia is a parvovirus and represents life-threatening disease

• The feline panleukopenia virus is in virtually every place that is not regularly disinfected.

• Infection is highly contagious among unvaccinated cats. Cats in barns, feral colonies, animal shelter groups, pet 
stores, and rescue facilities are at high risk for outbreaks.

• The virus can last a year indoors at room temperature. It survives freezing as well as treatment with common 
disinfectants as alcohol and iodine. Only approved disinfectants such as bleach (1:32), Accel, or Trifectant kill it

• Virtually every cat will be exposed to this virus

• Infection occurs when the virus enters the body through the mouth or nose. Whether illness results or not 
depends on the immunity of the cat and degree of exposure

• An infected cat sheds large amounts of virus in all body secretions including feces, vomit, urine, and saliva

• In bone marrow, the virus suppresses production of white blood cells, hence the term panleukopenia (literally, 
"all-white-shortage"). White blood cells are immune cells needed to fight infection and without them the cat is 
completely vulnerable to the advance of the virus

• In the intestine, the virus causes ulceration that leads to diarrhea and life-threatening dehydration as well as 
bacterial infection. The patient may die from either dehydration or secondary bacterial infection

• It is unusual for a kitten to have no immunity whatsoever to feline panleukopenia

• The vaccine is so effective that even one dose can provide long-lasting protection. As a result, infection is largely 
limited to unvaccinated younger animals kept in groups, which corresponds to exposure to amounts of virus 
large enough to overwhelm their partial immunity

• Mortality of sick cats is high, though a kitten who survives the first 5 days is likely to survive the infection

• Any kitten with fever, appetite loss, diarrhea, and/or vomiting is a suspect for feline panleukopenia

• An infected cat can recover if the cat can be kept alive until the immune system recovers from the 
panleukopenia and can throw off the infection

• If a cat is lucky enough to recover, generally no permanent damage occurs and the cat is immune for life. 

Source: The Pet Health Library by Wendy Brooks DVM DABVP 
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