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The Most Important Step: 
Remove Cats with URI Signs 
from the General Population
If you plan to treat cats with URI, you must 
have an isolation facility in your shelter. 
Your isolation area should be just that—
an area where cats are strictly separated 
from the rest of the population to avoid 
the spread of germs. Isolation should be 
targeted by species, age, and disease; a 
separate isolation area should be available 
for cats with respiratory disease. 

Strict biosecurity is essential; pay at-
tention to traffic patterns and the use of 
protective clothing such as shoe covers and 
smocks. Whenever possible, designated 
staff should care for animals only in these 
areas. If shortages compel staff to care for 
animals in various wards of the shelter, the 
flow of traffic (as staff inspect, clean cages, 
and interact with the cats) should move 
from the healthiest and most susceptible 
groupings to the least susceptible, and fi-
nally to the isolation areas housing sick ani-
mals. Observation windows and signage 

can be used to reduce traffic flow into 
isolation areas. Staff hygiene is extremely 
important, and the importance of diligent 
hand washing cannot be overemphasized. 

To avoid delays in recovery, the isola-
tion room should not be overcrowded or 
difficult to clean. The temperature should 
be warm (mid-70s) and comfortable, never 
cold or drafty, and the air fresh. Whereas 
high humidity (greater than 40-50 per-
cent) should generally be avoided in other 
areas of the shelter, humidification may 
be beneficial for cats with URI. Finally, the 
isolation room should be quiet, calm, and 
as stress-free as possible. Windows are 
ideal; natural sunlight is always beneficial 
to animal health and healing.

If space permits, having two isola-
tion areas for cats with URI is ideal. One 
area can serve those cats with moderate-
to-severe signs who will require more 
intensive monitoring and treatment, and 
the other can house those cats who are 
only sneezing a little and those who have 
been treated and are nearly recovered, 

but still have mild signs. When mildly sick 
cats can be housed separately from the 
very ill, it encourages staff to comply with 
the directive to remove all sneezing cats 
from the general population. With a little 
counseling, these cats can be made avail-
able to prospective adopters. (Check out 
the adopter handout “Why are all the kit-
ties sneezing?” at animalsheltering.org/
placing_sick_cats.)

Foster care may represent a viable 
and medically sound option for isolation 
and treatment of some cats, particularly 
preweaning kittens and cats who are highly 
stressed in the shelter environment. Such 
situations must be monitored to ensure 
foster animals are receiving sufficient care, 
pet animals in foster homes are protected 
from disease exposure, and foster parents 
are not becoming overwhelmed. AS

This article continues online, providing 
extensive guidelines on treating cats with 
URI. Check out animalsheltering.org /
URI_treatment.
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