
First aid for cats

A guide to basic health care



Registering with a vet

It’s best to register your cat with a

vet before a problem arises. This

enables you to familiarise yourself

with the surgery hours, likely fees

and what telephone numbers to call

in an emergency. All vets should

provide a 24-hour service. Many

specialise in pet animals and some

may have a particular interest in

cats; ask the receptionist if you are

not sure. If you haven’t been to a vet

before ask friends and fellow cat

owners for their personal 

recommendations.

If your cat has a particularly

troublesome or puzzling problem

your vet may suggest a referral to 

a specialist or a second opinion. 

If, however, you wish to pursue this

option yourself do consult your vet

first. He or she may well be able to

recommend a specialist appropriate

for your cat’s problem and in any

case can then cooperate by making

sure your cat’s records are passed

on. This ensures that no tests or

treatment are unnecessarily

duplicated and more importantly

that nothing is done which may

conflict with previous treatment and

perhaps harm the cat. For these

reasons vets are professionally

bound to offer a second opinion

when requested by the owner and

not to treat a cat already under

treatment without consulting the

previous vet.

Routine health and safety care

This section provides a brief summary of routine health care with the emphasis on

preventing problems. For more information refer to our Caring for Cats booklet
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Transporting your cat

Your vet usually asks you to bring

your cat to the surgery for treatment.

Make sure you have access to a

secure carrier – plastic or metal is

best for easy disinfection. Cats

Protection recommends a top-

loading cat carrier for easy access.

Cardboard boxes are not very secure,

particularly if the cat soils them. Do

not carry a cat in your arms he may

become frightened when travelling

or try to escape when meeting other

animals in the surgery.

Diet   

Cats are carnivores and must have

meat in their diet. Problems can

arise with dietary imbalance if too

much of one type of food is fed.

Commercial diets are usually best

as they contain a balance of all the

nutrients your cat needs. Many foods

are available both in tinned and dried

form. Not all dried foods are suitable

for feeding on their own. Clean water

should always be available. Milk can

cause diarrhoea in some cats. If in

doubt, ask your vet or veterinary

nurse for advice. Also refer to our

Feeding Felines booklet.

Hazards in the environment

Cats are great explorers and care

must be taken with potential hazards

in and around the home, particularly

with young kittens. Watch out for hot

surfaces and liquids in the kitchen,

unguarded fires, electric cables,

sewing pins and needles (especially

with cotton attached) and open

windows on upper stories. In the

garden make sure that dustbins are

secure as cats may scavenge and eat

decayed food or cut themselves on

tins or glass. Being inquisitive, cats

may accidentally get shut in a shed 

or garage. 

Cats often chew grass to help

their digestion and will rarely eat

poisonous plants except when no

grass is available. If yours is an

indoor cat provide some grass in a

pot. Packets of cocksfoot grass seed
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(which is particularly attractive to

cats) can be obtained from CP

Headquarters by sending a stamped

addressed envelope.

Neutering

All cats not kept for breeding should

be neutered to avoid the problem of

unwanted kittens. Neutering reduces

the risk of cats being involved in

accidents or fights. Neutering can

usually be carried out from five

months of age or on the advice of

your vet.

Confining your cat

Neutering does not of course prevent

a cat from wandering and care must

be taken, particularly with busy

roads. If a front garden opens on to a

road consider preventing the cat from

going out that way or make the

garden secure. Try and keep cats in at

night – safe from accidents and theft.  

Poisons

Vaccinations 

Vaccination helps to prevent your cat

contracting a number of potentially

serious diseases. Vaccines are

available against cat ’flu, infectious

enteritis, feline leukaemia virus and

chlamydiosis. Your vet can tell you

which vaccines are advisable in your

area. Cats normally need to be

protected against ’flu and enteritis

before being boarded. Vaccination

starts at nine to ten weeks of age.

Parasites

All cats should be wormed routinely

against roundworm and tapeworm

every six months. Kittens under six

months need to be wormed more

frequently, depending on the

preparation used. When grooming

your cat watch out for the presence

of tapeworm segments (which look

like small grains of rice when dried

out) stuck to the fur around the tail.

Fleas may cause irritation and

skin disease and can spread

tapeworms and some viral
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Examples of some common poisons

House Garden/Sheds Garage

Detergents Herbicides Engine oil

Disinfectants Insecticides Antifreeze

Bleach Slug Bait Paint remover

Medicines Rodenticides Wood preservatives

Some common plants poisonous to cats

Anemone Buttercup Clematis

Crocus Delphinium Dumb Cane

Foxglove Holly Hyacinth

Hydrangea Impatiens Lily of the Valley

Mistletoe Philodendron Poinsettia

Rhododendron Snowdrop Sweet Pea

Wisteria Yew
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Try examining the cat to see if there

are any specific changes such as

those listed below. The following

advice may help. It is based on the

sort of examination a vet might carry

out. As you work through this

section make a note of any problems

you find. 

Words in bold type refer to problems

listed in the alphabetical section. 

History 

Before examining your cat think

about what he has been doing –

Q? Has he been missing for any

length of time? He may have

been in an accident or shut in

somewhere by mistake. 

Q? When did he last eat? Has he

refused food at all? Has his

appetite changed recently? 

(See appetite changes, page 8.) 

If he wants to eat but can’t, there

may be a mouth problem. 

Q? Has he shown increased thirst? 

Q? When did the cat last pass faeces

or urine? (This may be difficult to

assess if your cat toilets outside.)

If he has been straining and

unable to pass anything this may

indicate constipation or a urinary

problem. 

Q? Has there been any evidence of

diarrhoea? Is the cat having

trouble passing urine or passing

it more frequently than normal?

(See urinary problems, page 17).

Q? Has the cat been vomiting? Has

he been coughing or sneezing?

(See respiratory problems, 

page 15). 

Q? Has there been any weight loss?
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When a cat seems unwell

Just like humans, cats can have bad days, appearing off colour without showing

any obvious signs. This may be nothing to worry about – the cat may just have a

minor infection or he might have been upset by changes in his environment.

However there is always a chance he could be developing a more serious illness. 
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Physical examination 

Now look at the cat itself. You may

be able to see your cat has a

problem straight away by the way 

he looks.

Posture

Try to see if he is sitting normally or

whether he’s weak and unable to sit

up. (See collapse, page 10.) A cat

which is unwell may continue to

purr, even when in pain, but will

often sit hunched up as though

uncomfortable. 

Breathing

Is the breathing unusually rapid

(normal for a cat is 25 to 30 breaths

per minute) or laboured? This might

indicate a respiratory problem. Note,

however, that rapid breathing may

occur in hot weather or after exertion.

If it slows down after rest there may

be nothing to worry about. 

Movement 

If possible observe the cat moving

about. Does he show signs of 

incoordination? Is he limping?

Eyes, ears and nose

Q? Check the cat’s eyes: is there any

discharge or signs of injury? Are

the pupils dilated? (See eye

problems, page 12.) Is there any

discharge from the nose? 

Q? Do the ears look dirty or seem to

be troubling the cat? Is he

shaking his head or holding it to

one side? (See ear problems,

page 11). 

Q? Is the cat dribbling from his

mouth or having difficulty in

eating? Does his breath smell?

(See mouth problems, page 14.) 

Q? Does the inside of the mouth and

tongue look pale or bluish? (See

respiratory problems, page 15.)

Body 

Carefully run your hands over the

body looking for signs of matted fur

that might indicate a wound or

abscess. 

Q? Is there any abnormal swelling? 

Q? Is there any hair loss or excessive

shedding of coat? (See coat

problems, page 10). Is there any

foreign material in the coat that

might be poisonous? 

Q? Is the cat scratching or are there

signs of skin irritation? (See skin

problems, page 16.) 

Q? Does the cat seem pot-bellied?  

Also look for damaged claws – an

indication of a road accident.

The next step

If after examining the cat you can

still find no particular problem it may

be worth waiting another day to see

if anything develops. Keep the cat in

with a litter tray so you can observe

his toilet habits and make sure that

he is not eating food anywhere else. 

If after this the cat still seems

unwell or if you are worried in any

way it is best to consult your vet.

Cats are sensitive to a number of

drugs used for other animals and

humans, especially painkillers. 

Do not give a cat any medication not

prescribed for him, except on

veterinary advice.
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Abscess

An abscess is an accumulation of

pus under the skin caused by

infection, introduced usually through

a bite or other wound. It may be

seen as a (usually) painful swelling

or after it has burst as a discharging

wound. Common sites are around

the head and neck and at the base of

the tail. If the abscess has burst,

clean the wound with a suitable

antiseptic (see page 20) trying to

express the pus by pressing gently

around the wound. Consult your vet

when convenient for antibiotic

treatment, or immediately if the cat

seems to be in pain.

Accidents

Road accidents are a common

occurrence in cats. A cat that comes

in limping, whose claws look torn,

has wounds, particularly abrasions

around the head and limbs, or is

bleeding from an orifice may have

been in an accident. Attempt to

control bleeding if necessary.

Consult a vet immediately if the cat

is bleeding, if there are large

wounds (bigger than 6mm), injury to

the eyes, if his breathing is

distressed or if he seems to be in

pain. Minor wounds can be treated

by bathing with antiseptic (see page

20). Be careful when handling your

cat in this situation; a frightened cat

in pain may try to scratch or bite.

See advice on restraining and

moving a cat (see page 21).

If you find a cat unable to move

after an accident or in a collapsed

state, move it carefully to a place of

safety, being careful to avoid causing

further damage (see page 21). If the

cat is not breathing consider artificial

respiration (see page 24). Control any

obvious bleeding and consult a vet

immediately.

Appetite changes

Reduced appetite is a feature of

many diseases and illnesses. Make

sure the food is palatable to the cat

Common problems

Problems in this section are listed in alphabetical order.
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