
Upper Respiratory Infection 
 

A cat’s upper respiratory tract-the nose, throat and sinus area-is susceptible to infections caused 
by a variety of viruses and bacteria. 

What Causes Upper Respiratory Infections in Cats? 

By far, viruses are the most common causes of upper respiratory infections (URIs) in cats. Feline 
calicivirus and feline herpesvirus account for 80 to 90 percent of all contagious upper respiratory 
problems, and are prevalent in shelters, catteries and multi-cat households. These viruses can be 
transmitted from cat to cat through sneezing, coughing, or while grooming or sharing food and 
water bowls. Once infected, cats can become carriers for life, and though they may not show 
clinical signs, they can still transmit the viruses to others. Cats often develop bacterial infections 
secondary to these common viral infections. 

There are also upper respiratory infections in cats that are primarily caused by bacteria. 
Chlamydia and Bordetella-also commonly found in shelters and areas with multiple cats-are two 
such bacterial infections. Less common in cats than dogs, Bordetella is usually associated with 
stress and overcrowded living conditions. 

What Are the General Symptoms of Upper respiratory Infections? 

Symptoms differ depending on the cause and location of the infection, but some common clinical 
signs of upper respiratory problems in cats include: 

• Sneezing 
• Congestion 
• Runny nose 
• Cough 
• Clear to colored nasal discharge 
• Gagging, drooling 
• Fever 
• Loss of or decreased appetite 
• Nasal and oral ulcers 
• Squinting or rubbing eyes 
• Depression 

Are Certain Cats Prone to Upper Respiratory Infections? 

Age, vaccination status and physical condition all play a role in a cat’s susceptibility to upper 
respiratory infections, but cats who live in multi-cat households or shelters are most susceptible. 
Veterinarians have found that stress plays a role in causing outbreaks of URI, and cats in any 
shelter, cattery or boarding facility are generally experiencing high levels of stress. Cats who 
have recovered from URI can become carriers and may experience recurrences when stressed. 

https://pets.webmd.com/cats/default.htm
https://pets.webmd.com/cats/why-cats-sneeze
https://pets.webmd.com/cats/coughing-cats-causes-feline-coughing
https://pets.webmd.com/cats/guide/cat-grooming
https://pets.webmd.com/cats/drooling-in-cats
https://pets.webmd.com/cats/fevers-in-cats


Certain breeds like Persians and other flat-faced breeds have a predisposition to develop upper 
respiratory infections due to their facial structure. 

What Should I Do If I Think My Cat Has an Upper Respiratory 
Infection? 

It’s important to bring your cat to a veterinarian if you think she may be suffering from an upper 
respiratory infection. A brief exam by a veterinarian will help to determine if your cat requires 
medication, has a fever or is dehydrated. Avoid self-diagnosis, since your cat may be infectious 
and require isolation, antibiotics or additional veterinary care. 

 

How will the Upper Respiratory Illness Be Treated? 

There are several drugs that will be considered. Here is the Standard Protocol- 

Doxycycline (100mg/ml)- Antibiotic used as a starting point for most URI’s. Dose is 0.05ml/lb 
once daily for 7 – 10 days. Best not refrigerated. 

Azithromycin(40mg/ml) (abbreviated Zithro or Zithromax)  - Antibiotic used for more sever 
URI of if the doxy did not work. Dose is most commonly 0.1ml/lb once daily for 5 days then 
once evert third day for 3 more doses. Does not need refrigeration.  

Baytril (injectible) – Broad spectrum antibiotic used for very severe URI with severe congestion.  
Also used if aspiration is severe or turns into pneumonia.  Dose is 1 “hub” (approx.. 0.01ml 
diluted in at least 3ml Lactated Ringers Solution once daily for 5 days then recheck. Do not 
refrigerate. 

Cerenia – Used for severe URI and kitten not eating.  Dose is 0.1ml/lb SQ once daily for 3-5 
days. Do not refrigerate. 

Cerenia Nose Drops- Start when kitten is severely congested.  Dose is 0.1ml mixed with 0.9 ml 
sodium chloride. One drop in each nostril twice daily for 3-5 days. 

 

 

 

 

https://pets.webmd.com/cats/antibiotics-for-cats
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