Feline Lower Urinary Tract Disease  (Is your Cat Thinking Outside the Box)
“I don’t understand why my cat won’t use the litter box!”  This is a common theme of many phone calls to the cat clinic.  Most of the callers have decided their cat has mental issues or is being vindictive.  They have also put off calling till they just can’t stand it any longer. “Doc , either you fix him or we have to get rid of him!”  I understand the frustration as I have dealt with this issue in my own home.

To “fix” the cat we have to understand WHY they are not going to the box.  This could be a behavioral issue but it may be a medical problem. (We always hope for the later) 
     So why does the cat not use the box if it has medical problems?  PAIN.  Anyone who has had a bladder infection understands how painful it is to urinate if you have an infection and cats are no different. The difference is their association of the pain with the location rather than the activity.  In a cats mind it hurts when I urinate in that box. So, maybe if I urinate over there it won’t hurt me. It’s kind of like if you sat on your toilet seat and got shocked each time. It won’t take too many attempts before you find another bathroom to use.   Whatever the cause of their discomfort the symptoms are the same; frequent attempts to urinate, small amounts of urine produced, straining to urinate, crying while urinating,  blood tinged urine or even frank blood  in the urine, and Oh yeah, not using the litter box.

   The cause of this pain is commonly associated with the following:

    Bacterial bladder infections, these are more commonly seen in females due to their relatively short broad urethra, which allows bacteria easier access to the bladder.  Males can have bacterial infections but it is less likely due to their long narrow urethra.   Infections can also travel from the kidneys during a kidney infection and is a more common cause in older cats.
     Crystals/stones in the bladder, these can occur due to dietary problems or metabolic processes. As the crystals or stones move around in the bladder they cause lacerations in the lining and pain. Infection can induce certain crystal formation and complicate the diagnosis. 
     Interstitial cystitis, this is the most common cause of bladder pain that we see at our clinic.  It is an inflammatory process involving the bladder wall.   There are many theories on the cause but none is certain, however stress certainly plays a role in flare-ups.
     There are other diseases that cause litter box avoidance that don’t relate to the bladder or bladder pain like arthritis and thyroid disease.  So keep an open mind when you talk to your vet.

     If you cat is not urinating in the litter box make sure you first take them to your veterinarian because medical problems are a common cause for this.  Even if your cats symptoms don’t fit with the previously mentioned ones remember your cat may not have read this article, so have them examined.  

