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FELINE HYPERTHYROIDISM
Hyperthyroidism is a disease that affects all systems of the body resulting from excessive production of thyroid hormone. It is most commonly seen in older cats, 8 years of age and older. In almost all cases, it is caused by a tumor of the thyroid gland; there are 2 thyroid glands which are located under the skin of the neck and sometimes “ectopic” thyroid tissue in the chest. The tumor is almost always benign (meaning it doesn’t spread in the body); the negative effects are due to the overproduction of hormone by the increased size and activity of the gland. Symptoms of hyperthyroidism can include: weight loss, normal or greatly increased appetite, restlessness/hyperactivity, poor haircoat, vomiting, diarrhea, increased drinking and urination, and sometimes behavior changes (aggression). A less common presentation is “apathetic hyperthyroidism”, in which about 10% of cats will demonstrate somewhat opposite symptoms of depression, lethargy, poor appetite and generalized weakness.
Physical Exam & Diagnostics:

Upon exam, an enlarged thyroid gland may or not be felt; these are normally very tiny glands which can be difficult to find. Also, just because a gland feels enlarged doesn’t mean it is actively secreting hormone.  Cats may become extremely thin or emaciated; have a thin, rough haircoat, heart abnormalities (murmur, rapid heart rate, arrhythmias). The diagnosis of hyperthyroidism is confirmed by running blood tests to determine the cat's thyroid hormone level; in rare cases, some cats can only be diagnosed with a thyroid imaging scan. A complete blood screen is done to rule out other health problems that might be present in older cats or problems that may result from hyperthyroidism. Liver enzyme elevations, high blood pressure and heart rate, and blood electrolyte abnormalities are common. Cardiomyopathy is a common effect of hyperthyroidism and results from the heart having to work at such a fast pace.
Treatment Options:
The treatment options discussed below offer advantages and disadvantages. The factors to consider when choosing treatment options for a patient include age, ability to medicate the cat, the presence of underlying disease, tolerance of and response to a given treatment, availability of treatment in the region, and owners’ financial ability.
(1)Medication
Treatment of hyperthyroidism may include administration, just initially or long term, of anti-thyroid drugs. Long term administration may cause remission of symptoms but the drug does not technically “cure” the condition; if the drug is stopped, the signs will return. The drug, methimazole, blocks the production of thyroid hormone but does not actually destroy the tumor. This drug is usually well tolerated, but side effects can occur as with any drug, these include: anorexia, vomiting, itching, lethargy, liver toxicity, and blood disorders (low blood cell production and clotting problems). Methimazole is a drug which must be given to the cat orally twice daily. After beginning treatment with this drug, initially frequent rechecks of labwork must be done to monitor response to treatment and watch for development of any other problems. This treatment will not work if you cannot give your cat oral medication consistently since the thyroid hormone levels will not decrease and symptoms will return. 
(2)Surgical removal
Surgery can be performed to remove hyperactive thyroid glands, thereby curing the hyperthyroid condition. The major complication that may occur with this surgery is the risk of hypocalcemia after surgery. This may happen due to inadvertent removal of or damage to (bruising and swelling around) the tiny parathyroid glands or the blood supply which sit adjacent to the thyroid glands. Sometimes, to minimize this risk, only one thyroid gland is removed during the first surgery with the remaining gland being removed at a later date. Other problems that can arise are the “uncovering” of kidney disease, recurrence of hyperthyroidism, and hypothyroidism. In the majority of cats without concurrent medical disease, the anesthetic risk is minimal. Most all post-op “complications” are transient and are successfully managed. Sometimes surgery will be done to remove one enlarged gland and then monitoring thyroid levels to determine if the other side must also be removed. In some cases, only one side will require removal.
(3)Radiation therapy
Radiation therapy is an extremely safe and effective means to treat hyperthyroidism; it utilizes radioactive iodine to destroy the thyroid tissues. The main draw backs to this method are the expense of treatment and the requirement that the cat must be cared for in a specially equipped facility to handle the drug. The cat is kept in hospitalized isolation for period of several weeks; during that time the radioactive isotope and the cat are a human health hazard. 
Treatment of feline hyperthyroidism is generally successful in cats without underlying disease. Without treatment, the signs of hyperthyroidism worsen over time, with thyrotoxicosis exerting its devastating effects on the cat’s body: cardiac disease and congestive heart failure, profound emaciation and weight loss, neurologic dysfunction, electrolyte disturbances and other organ functions will all become apparent, ultimately resulting in death. 
