Timing of neutering

Traditionally both male and female cats have been neutered at six
months old. For social, health and population control reasons,
there is a strong case for neutering earlier. People working with
feral cats may already be neutering at a much earlier age — often
around eight weeks old, but basically when they can catch the
kittens as they are unlikely to get a second chance. This is often
referred to as ‘early neutering’ and is touched upon in this paper.
However the main thrust of this statement is aimed at owned and
rescue kittens which are going to make pet cats rather than
survive in the wild. For this The Cat Group is arguing a case for
‘earlier’ neutering at around four months rather than the traditional
six months. ‘

The issues

Female cats

< It is important to neuter before the first season for population
control. Timing of the first season depends on breed, time of year
born and individual development. The first season usually occurs
around six months but can be earlier. Queens can have up to
three litters in a year.

«% Control of nuisance. Female cats will call regularly (about every
two weeks from January through until the autumn) if they do
not get pregnant. Having entire female cats in an area will atfract
entire males with the attendant problems of spraying, fighting
and caterwauling.

% Welfare issues. Unwanted kittens may not be cared for and are
likely to suffer from various infectious diseases such as cat flu.

<%+ Health issues. Female cats which are not neutered are more likely
to suffer from pyometra (infection of the womb) later in life.
Queens with infectious diseases may pass these on to their
kittens. Pregnancy and birth are also not without risk.

% Wildlife issues. Cats with kittens will hunt more effectively and if
they are not being fed will need to catch more wildlife to feed
their kittens.

Male cats

<% Control of nuisance. Unneutered male cats are likely to stray
aver a large area, will mark their territory with a very pungent spray
and are much more fikely to fight - with attendant noise nuisance.

% Health issues. Fighting males are much more likely to spread
diseases such as FIV and FelV to other cats. They are also
likely to suffer from fight injuries such as abscesses. Because
they wander over a large area they are also at greater risk of
suffering road traffic accidents.

% Pet issues. Unneutered male cats will wander from home and
may not return. They may also spray inside the home and may
be aggressive to their owners.

Therefore it is desirable to neuter kittens early enough to ensure
that the above problems are prevented.

What are the concerns about neutering earlier and
what has been found out?

See reference list for details of scientific papers on the points
below:

4 Risks of anaesthetising younger kittens?

Potential anaesthetic problems such as hypothermia and
hypoglycaemia are now recognised, and methods have been
developed to overcome these. Surgical and anaesthetic techniques
have also improved (see www.thecatgroup.org.uk).

4 Implications for the cat's behaviour?
Results of research into behavioural development show no problems.

@ Problems with growth and development?
Studies into growth and development show no problems in
neutering before puberty (and as early as seven weeks).

@ Problems of blockage - possible decreased urethral diameter
in neutered animals?

Uretheral diameter worries unfounded - studies show similar
diameter to post-puberty neutering.

4+ Concerns regarding 'stress' in cats
homed/vaccinated/neutered within a short period of time.

No scientific data is available, but there is general agreement
among veterinary surgeons that procedures should be separated if
possible to minimise potential problems (such as reduced
immunity or increased adverse reactions) caused by stress.

Answering these concerns

There is no evidence to show that neutering earlier than six
months (and as early as seven weeks) has negative developmental
or behavioural consequences. The perceived increased risks of
surgery/anaesthesia are now considerably reduced by published
information on improved techniques and agents. (see Anaesthesia
for neutering kittens on the website).

When should a kitten be neutered?
This question has different answers depending on the origin of
the kitten and the prospects of ensuring that it is neutered. In principle -

@ Neuter as early as practical and before cat is sexually mature

(i) For owned kittens - book in to neuter soon after vaccinations
complete (see below)

(ii) In the rescue situation, neuter when at the facility or as (i) for
rehomed Kittens

(iif) For feral kittens going back to site - neuter when trapped

(iv) For feral kittens young enough to go to homes, treat as
rescue kittens (ii)

@ Allow enough time between neutering, vaccination and homing
to mimimise 'stress’.

4 Best to vaccinate before neutering as there is some risk of
infection when at the veterinary surgery being neutered.
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Vaccination issues:

Kittens usually have a vaccination course comprising two
injections. The first can take place at eight to nine weeks old with
a second following at 12 to 13 weeks (depending on the
manufacturer's recommendations). Vaccines are available against
FelV, cat flu (feline herpesvirus and feline calicivirus), feline
infectious enteritis, Bordetella bronchiseptica and chlamydophila.
There are a variety of combinations of these vaccines available.

Suggested timing of neutering for

Pedigree kitten bought from a breeder

Rarely homed before 14 weeks old, already fully vaccinated
(Governing Cauncil of the Cat Fancy recommendation). Breeders
usually insist new owners agree to neuter unless they have an
agreement that cat can be used for breeding. Allow two to three
weeks to settle into new home before neutering, giving a neutering
age of around four months.

Some breeders are now neutering their kittens before they are
rehomed.

Moggie from a home bred/accidental litter

Kittens usually 'free to a goed home' at six to seven weeks onwards.
Neutering is not usually discussed. Usually left to new owner to take
responsibility for neutering. Book in for neutering two to three weeks after
vaccinations complete. Therefore neutering at about four months old.

Kitten from a rescue organisation

Kittens available for modest fee fram about eight to nine weeks.
Advice usually given by rescue organisation and new owners often
followed up with phone calls re neutering. Some organisations
provide vouchers to encourage neutering and run neutering
publicity campaigns. Practice varies between organisations.
Rescue organisations have these options:

@ Neuter before homing at 10 to 12 weeks. First vaccination is
usually given with the owner left to complete the course. Where
kittens are neutered on site in the veterinary facility at a shelter,
the risk of infection is reduced compared 1o taking it to an
outside source.

® Home kittens at eight to 10 weeks with owner signing
undertaking to have neutering carried out. First vaccination
should be given before homing with the owner undertaking to
complete the course.

Feral kittens :

If caught before seven to eight weeks old, can be treated as
rescue kittens (above). If they are to be put back into a feral colony
as part of a trap/neuter/release programme then neutering can be
carried out as early as seven to eight weeks if necessary, as once
released it is very difficult to catch them again. Neutered cats
should be ear-tipped for future identification. It is recommended
that kittens are given a first vaccination dose before release.

Chemical neutering?

At present the only form of permanent neutering available is by
surgical means. There is much interest in chemical neutering but
at present this is not a viable permanent solution.

Use of progestagens
It is possible to use progestagens for long-term semi-permanent
postponement of oestrus. However, most veterinary surgeons
would consider that the best course of action for cats not intended
for breeding is neutering.

Determining whether a female cat has been neutered
It can be very difficult to decide whether a female cat has been
neutered. Rescue organisations are often faced with the decision
as 1o whether to operate on a cat to clarify whether it has been
neutered previously and ensure that it cannot reproduce.

There are a number of ways to determine whether or not a
female cat has been neutered. The hair over the location(s) where
the surgery is performed can be clipped to potentially reveal a
scar. The cat can be observed over a period of time to see if she
shows the behaviour of a sexually intact female. If these obvious
approaches are unsuccessful or if, as is often the case in a rescue
facility, time is an issue, the next step is to surgically explore the
abdomen to see if the reproductive organs are present. If they are,
the cat can be neutered at that time. Surgery is the most common
approach to determining the reproductive status of a cat with an
unknown history.

Recently, there has been much interest in using a blood test to
detect whether or not a female cat is spayed because this would
obviate the need for costly, invasive and potentially unnecessary
surgery. To date, at least four hormonal assays have been
described; unfortunately they all have major drawbacks that have
discouraged widespread use. Some require that the cat is showing
oestrus behaviour before it can be tested and so only help to
confirm an already strong suspicion; some are not yet readily
available. As well, the tests can be quite expensive, and in most
cases their accuracy in cats has not yet been well studied.

Summary of diagnostic blood tests for assessing
reproductive status in female cats

The simplest test is to measure oestradiol levels in the blood.
Osstradiol is produced at widely varying levels by developing
ovarian follicles, with the highest levels occurring when the follicles
are mature, ie, when the queen is showing oestrus behaviour.
Therefore, this method may require multiple samples and/or a
GnRH test (see below) to stimulate any ovarian tissue to produce
oestradiol which can then be measured. Overall, oestradiol festing
alone is not very useful for determining whether a cat is infact or
spayed.

The hCG Stimulation Test, measures progesterone levels seven
days after injection of hCG (Chorulon®, Intervet). The hCG
induces ovulation which in turn leads to increased progesterone
levels. Since the injection must be given one to three days after the
onset of oestrous behaviour, this test (like simple oestradiol
measurement) is not very useful for determining whether a cat is
intact or spayed, although it is potentially useful for detecting the
presence of ovarian remnants. (Chorulon is not licensed for use in
cats)

The GnRH Stimulation Test, measures oestradiol three hours
after injection of Receptal® (Intervet), a synthetic GnRH. GnRH
stimulates production of FSH which leads to development and
maturation of ovarian follicles and in turn the production of
oestradiol. While this diagnostic test has been internally validated
by some laboratory services, data from controlled, published studies
on cats are lacking. (Receptal is not licensed for use in cats)

An in-clinic test that measures LH levels in serum has been
developed by Synbiotics Corparation. The principle of this test is
that spayed cats will have high levels of circulating LH due to loss
of negative feedback to the pituitary upon removal of the ovaries.
The test was developed for use in canines but a study of its
application in cats has also been published. This study showed
that the test is excellent at detecting intact queens (negative test
result), but false positives (ie, falsely stating that a cat is spayed)
may occur because of higher levels of LH during oestrus in intact
females. Further large-scale, controlled studies are needed to



validate this test, especially since it is possible that a reduction of
hypothalamic-pituitary function in cats during short-day (winter)
months may affect its accuracy. The test is not currently available
in the UK but can be ordered from Synbiotics Corporation in the
United States, (www.synbictics.com).
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