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Abstract

Pre-pubertal desexing

Pre-pubertal desexing is the act of desexing an animal before it reaches sexual maturity, which in cats
can be as early as 3.5 months. In order to utilize desexing as a means of population control in cats,
the aim should be to desex all cats before 4 months. Although shelters and rescue organisations often
desex even earlier than 4 months, private veterinary practices are often concerned about the
anaesthetic risk associated with surgery on young patients. Support for pre-pubertal desexing is high
among veterinarians but the risk reduction approach means cats are often not desexed until 4-6
months. This presentation will outline options for improving uptake of pre-pubertal desexing among
private veterinarians.

Full Paper

Introduction

Pre-pubertal desexing (PPD) is defined as the act of desexing an animal before it reaches
reproductive maturity. The ‘traditional’ age of desexing is 6 months, however research has shown cats
may reach reproductive maturity from 3.5 months of age (Little 2001; Farnworth et al. 2013). Delaying
desexing to 6 months increases the chances of unplanned litters occurring prior to surgical desexing
(Toukhsati 2005). It has been reported that around 30% of owned cats in Australia are not desexed
prior to 6 months of age (Toukhsati 2005), increasing the importance of promotion of PPD of cats prior
to 4 months of age (Manning et al. 1992; Fournier 2004; Johnson et al. 2014). Early age desexing
(EAD) is the term used to describe the earliest age at which animals can be desexed safely and
effectively.

GETTING THEM HOME KEEPING THEM HOME * 7TH NATIONAL G2Z SUMMIT
13 - 15 SEPTEMBER * MANTRA ON VIEW SURFERS PARADISE

GETTING 2 ZERO



N Getting them 7TH NATIONAL
@CC Ke&pingg them H OME G2Z SUMMIT

Early age desexing is routinely done by animal shelters and rescue organisation when kittens reach a minimum weight - at
800g body weight for males and 1kg body weight for female kittens. This occurs between 8-10 weeks of age. Early age
desexing has allowed shelters to rehome kittens without the risk of accidental litters. PPD is a relatively new term used to
describe desexing prior to 4 months of age which may include EAD, typically at 8-10 weeks of age but can be 12-16 weeks
of age.

There are multiple benefits for the individual cats resulting from PPD, such as a reduced risk of mammary cancer and
pyometra, as well as population control benefits (Joyce et al. 2011; Farnworth et al. 2013). The procedure itself is arguably
easier, with reduced subcutaneous bleeding and a reduced risk of an in-season or pregnant uterus. However, this
procedure is still not universally performed amongst the private veterinary community, even though survey results indicate
general support (Farnworth et al. 2013). There appears to be a lack of veterinarians with relevant training in PPD and
willingness to offer these services to the community.

One model for promoting PPD in the community can be found in the UK. In 2013, seven animal welfare organisations
united to form ‘The Cat Group’ aimed at reducing reproduction rates in owned cats. Members of the group included the
RSPCA and the British Veterinary Association (BVA). A website was created by the group to promote PPD, by providing
resources to veterinarians and the community. Information contained on the website includes a register of veterinary
practitioners who offer PPD, a register of veterinary schools teaching PPD and training videos for veterinarians. In
Australia, The Cat Protection Society of NSW has excellent multimedia resources online for veterinarians on EAD (Cat
Protection Society 2016).

Pre-pubertal desexing is the future of cat management

Cat management strategies often used in conjunction with PPD, include mandatory desexing by a specified age,
microchipping and cat containment. However, PPD as a management strategy relies heavily upon the availability of this
service being offered by veterinarians. This is crucial as there is an increasing recognition by councils and state
governments towards earlier desexing with this being mandatory in some jurisdictions. For example, from January this year,
it is compulsory for all cats in the Melbourne region of Wyndham to be desexed by 3 months of age (Wyndham City 2017).
The recently released Tasmanian Cat Management Plan proposes mandatory desexing of all cats by 4 months of age or at
1kg body weight, whichever comes first (Biosecurity Tasmania 2017). In addition, the ACT under the Domestic Animals Act
2000 all cats must be desexed by 3 months of age.

The implementation of PPD on a wide scale is likely to have a significant impact by reducing unwanted cat numbers. With a
decline in the cat population, there would also be a reduction in cats entering animal shelters and a decrease in cat
predation of wildlife. Unfortunately, there have been no validated reports on the impacts of a large scale PPD scheme, as
no formal or substantial schemes have been introduced in Australia. Despite this, PPD is recognised as being one of the
cornerstones of effective cat management. However, there is an urgent need to implement evaluate formal PPD programs
to maximise effectiveness.

Engaging private veterinarians

The success of any plan involving PPD hinges upon the accessibility of this service being offered by private veterinarians.
Although Australia lacks the formal association found in the UK via The Cat Group, there are several important steps which
can be taken to engage private veterinarians to offer PPD services:

1. Ensure veterinarians have access to PPD resources

Resources such as those offered on the Cat Protection Society of NSW’s Cat Care website are useful tools for private
veterinarians considering offering pre-pubertal desexing. Another useful resource would be PPD workshops, which would
allow veterinarians to practice their skills in either a shelter setting or teaching laboratory. These workshops could be
supported by councils aiming to introduce mandatory PPD, to ensure local veterinarians have the requisite skills and
experience to deliver PPD. Resources should also include information for owners on PPD and other cat management
techniques.
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Helping veterinarians book owners for desexing by the second kitten vaccination could be facilitated with an information
brochure produced for veterinary practices.

2. Encourage veterinary schools to include a shelter medicine rotation in final year or alternatively, encourage
veterinary schools to teach PPD as the standard age for desexing cats

The obvious place to engage private veterinarians is before they graduate from veterinary school. Offering a shelter
medicine rotation is mutually beneficial to both the animal shelter and the university, as students gain valuable skills
and experience with desexing young animals and a benefit for welfare organisations is the opportunity to help educate
future veterinarians. Over recent years, veterinary schools are becoming more committed to seeking ethical sources for
animals used in teaching with several having developed good working relationships with a local animal shelter. For
example, RSPCA Queensland offers a shelter medicine rotation at the Wacol facility with favourable reports being
received from University of Queensland veterinary students (M. Paterson, 2017, pers. comm.). This program
demonstrates the potential for similar mutually beneficial relationships to be developed nationwide.

3. Engage councils and state government departments to provide support to veterinarians undertaking PPD

With the introduction of mandatory PPD under council bylaws and in the ACT under state legislation, it is essential that
strong collaboration is established with the local veterinary community to deliver effective and sustainable cat
management outcomes. Councils and state government departments can extend support to private veterinarians
through facilitation of PPD workshops and forums, as well as contributing subsidies for private veterinarians to offer
PPD services to the community.

4. Develop a national initiative to increase uptake of PPD by veterinarians and the community

Animal welfare groups, local and state governments and veterinary associations have much to gain by uniting on this
issue. A group like The Cat Group in the UK could drive an Australian PPD initiative which would allow pooling of
resources and present a united voice on this issue, thus facilitating collaboration between organisations.

Conclusion

PPD is being increasingly recognised by government bodies as a critical step to help control cat populations. To enable
cat management targets to be achieved, private veterinarians need to be engaged and encouraged to offer PPD
services. There are several ways in which veterinarians can be supported to deliver PPD to the community, including
the development of veterinary-specific resources and increased undergraduate training on pre-pubertal animals. As
adoption of mandatory desexing expands, it is crucial that veterinarians are appropriately supported.
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