
UNDERSTANDINGUNDERSTANDING

Feline Leukemia Virus (FeLV) 
Feline Immunodeficiency Virus (FIV)

& Testing

Feline Immunodeficiency Virus (FIV) is one of the most common and consequential infectious
diseases of cats around the world. In infected cats, FIV attacks the immune system, leaving the

cat vulnerable to many other infections.

FIVFIV

FeLVFeLV
Feline Leukemia Virus (FeLV) is one of the most common infectious diseases in cats, affecting

between 2-3% of all cats in the United States and Canada. FeLV is a type of virus called a
retrovirus, meaning it can be incorporated into a cat’s genome and may not be cleared over time. 

SOURCE: Cornell University College of Veterinary Medicine

https://www.vet.cornell.edu/


Feline Immunodeficiency Virus (FIV)Feline Immunodeficiency Virus (FIV)
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

FIV is an infectious virus that resembles HIV in
humans, which is why it is often referred to as
Feline AIDS; however, it is exclusive to cats.

This virus is highly specific to felines and does
not infect or cause disease in humans, as there is
currently no evidence to support such
transmission.

Feline Immunodeficiency Virus (FIV) is an illness
that is transmitted among cats, typically through
deep bite wounds, with the saliva of an infected
cat being the primary mode of transmission.

*In rarer instances, it can also spread through
infected milk, contaminated blood transfusions,
or during pregnancy from a mother cat to her
kittens.

Since most cats contract FIV through bite wounds from
fights, you can greatly reduce the risk of infection by

ensuring your cat is neutered and kept indoors.
Currently, there is no available vaccine for this virus.

There are three phases of FIV infection:

Acute phase: occurs 1-3 months after infection, with virus replication in
lymph nodes leading to mild symptoms like fever and lack of appetite.

Asymptomatic phase: can last for months to years with slow virus
replication and no outward signs of illness, though blood abnormalities
may be present.

Progressive phase: leads to an immunocompromised state with
secondary infections causing most illnesses, including chronic
infections, dental issues, cancer, and neurological disorders. Survival
time is limited once multiple critical infections or cancers develop.

Feline immunodeficiency virus (FIV) ranks among the most prevalent
and significant infectious diseases affecting cats globally. Once a cat is

infected, FIV compromises the immune system, making the feline
susceptible to a variety of other infections. While infected cats may
seem healthy for several years, they ultimately experience immune

deficiency, which allows typically harmless bacteria, viruses, protozoa,
and fungi from their surroundings to potentially lead to serious

illnesses. Although there is currently no cure for FIV, recent research
indicates that cats with the virus can often live average lifespans,

provided they are not also infected with feline leukemia virus.

*SEE NOTES ON TESTING PAGE



Feline Leukemia Virus (FeLV) Feline Leukemia Virus (FeLV) 
Feline leukemia virus (FeLV) is one of the most common infectious diseases affecting cats. In the U.S. and Canada, it impacts about 2-3% of the
feline population, but the rates can rise to as much as 30% among sick or high-risk cats. Fortunately, thanks to the development of effective
vaccines and accurate testing methods, the incidence of FeLV in cats has significantly decreased over the past 25 years.

FeLV is classified as a retrovirus, which means it can integrate into a cat's genome and may not be eliminated over time. Cats that are
persistently infected release infectious viral particles in their saliva, urine, feces, and milk. Close interactions among cats can facilitate the spread
of FeLV, including through bite wounds, grooming, or sharing food and litter. Additionally, transmission can occur from an infected mother cat to
her kittens, either during pregnancy or while nursing. The virus does not survive long outside a cat's body—likely less than a few hours in typical
household conditions—making it unlikely for a cat to contract the virus from the environment without extended close contact with an infected
cat.
After a cat is exposed to FeLV, its body may respond to the virus in several ways, resulting in abortive, regressive, or progressive infections. In
certain cases, a cat can effectively mount an immune response, completely eliminating the virus before it integrates into the cat’s genome. This
scenario is classified as an abortive infection, during which all direct tests for the virus will return negative results. These cats will develop
antibodies against FeLV and are deemed immune to the disease. Although abortive infections were previously regarded as quite uncommon,
recent studies utilizing advanced testing methods indicate that at least 20-30% of cats exposed to FeLV experience an abortive infection. Cats
in this category will never test positive for FeLV through standard tests nor exhibit clinical symptoms of the disease, meaning that both owners
and veterinarians might remain unaware of any past infection with the virus.

The only sure way to protect cats from FeLV is to
prevent their exposure to FeLV-infected cats.
Keeping cats indoors, away from potentially
infected cats.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW cats should be tested for FeLV prior to introducing them into a
home, and infection-free cats should be housed separately from
infected cats. Food and water bowls and litter boxes should not be
shared between FeLV-infected cats and non-infected cats.

Vaccination for FeLV is recommended to reduce the risk of
infection for cats, especially those at risk of exposure. It is now a
core vaccine for kittens to prevent progressive infection.

Cats with FeLV can lead normal lives for extended periods,
with a median survival time of around 2.5 years, potentially
longer for those with regressive infection.



At A Home of Their Own Animal Rescue, before being accepted into our cat adoption
program or placed in foster homes, all adult cats and kittens older than 8 weeks have

undergone FIV/FeLV testing and received negative results.

Unfortunately, we are currently unable to accept any cats that test positive for either 
FIV or FeLV, as we do not have the resources to provide adequate care for these infected animals at this time.

All Cats Should Be Tested For FIV/FeLVTESTING FOR FIV and FeLV
Understanding Adult vs. Kitten Testing

The following pages aim to guide applicants and adopters in understanding the testing procedures we

implement within our organization. We hope that the information shared will help build confidence in

applicants and adopters, demonstrating that our Cat Program has taken every recommended step to

ascertain the FIV/FeLV negative status of each rescue cat and kitten to the best of our capabilities.



Testing of Adult Cats & Kittens over 8-weeks-oldTesting of Adult Cats & Kittens over 8-weeks-old
Our rescue cats generally join our adoption program by either transfer from a partner shelter or through individuals in our

community who are seeking help with a cat they own or one that needs a home.
No matter the circumstances under which a cat joins our organization, it is essential to obtain medical records from the
shelter or veterinary office confirming that the cat has tested negative for FIV/FeLV. This documentation is collected by

our Cat Adoption Team prior to the cat’s arrival or acceptance into our program.

FIV TestingFIV Testing FeLV TestingFeLV Testing
FeLV screening tests detect the presence of viral antigens
(viral proteins) in a blood sample. A positive result suggests
viremia, indicating that the virus is present. This means the
cat is unlikely to clear the FeLV virus from its system.

On the other hand, a negative test result is widely considered
strong evidence that an adult cat or kitten older than 8 weeks
does not have FeLV disease.

FIV is identified through blood tests that check for
antibodies to the virus. A positive result indicates that the
cat has generated antibodies, suggesting it has been, and
likely continues to be, infected. It is generally accepted
that once a cat contracts the FIV virus, it will remain
infected for life. However, it remains uncertain whether all
infected cats will develop clinical signs of illness.

Negative FIV test results are considered reliable and
trustworthy proof that the cat is not infected with the virus.



Additional factors must be considered with young kitten’s testing.
Testing a Mother Cat and her Kittens -Testing a Mother Cat and her Kittens - Under 8-weeks-oldUnder 8-weeks-old

It is quite common for our Cat Adoption Program to receive requests for the rescue of a mother cat and her young kittens. In these
cases, we consider additional factors regarding FIV/FeLV testing by following the recommendations of our partner veterinarian, along

with the most recent kitten testing guidelines available to us.
When rescuing a mother cat and her young kittens, our protocol is to ensure that the mother cat tests

negative for both FIV and FeLV before accepting her and her kittens into our adoption program or a foster
home. However, the young kittens (under 8 weeks old) are not individually tested based on the

recommendation of veterinary professionals.

Testing very young, often still nursing kittens can produce inaccurate results

As mentioned on the previous page regarding testing for adult cats and kittens older than eight weeks, both negative FIV and
FeLV test results are viewed as dependable evidence that a cat is not infected with the viruses. Therefore, it is generally safe to
assume that if a mother cat tests negative for both viruses, her kittens will also be negative. However, there is a possibility of

obtaining a false positive result in a young kitten, as its mother may have transmitted her antibodies for these viruses.

If an adopted kitten falls into this particular category, the adopter will receive the mother cat’s negative test results for their records.
We highly recommend having your kitten tested for FIV/FeLV at six months old, regardless of the mother's test outcomes. 

It is crucial to test and maintain records reflecting your cat's FIV/FeLV status.

It is uncommon for an infected mother cat to pass an FIV
infection to her kittens. 

However, if the mother contracts FIV during pregnancy, the risk
of transmission rises. 

It's important to note that sexual contact is not a major method
of spreading FIV among cats.

Infected cats release infectious viral particles through their saliva,
as well as in their feces, urine, and milk. 

Close interactions between cats can facilitate the spread of FeLV,
which includes scenarios such as bite wounds, mutual grooming, and
sharing feeding dishes or litter boxes. 

Additionally, transmission can occur from an infected mother cat to
her kittens, both before birth and during nursing.

FIV FIV FeLVFeLVFIV is less likely to be transmitted from mother to kitten compared to FeLV.


