
Welcome to the Autumn edition of Toxic Times, 
In this issue we discuss the emerging problem of companion animals being exposed to legal 
highs, highlight three cases where permethrin being applied to cats is still an issue and try to 
address the myth of cats being attracted to sweet tasting substances, which has particular 
relevance now that we are coming into the season of checking antifreeze levels in cars.

There is also a reminder of how the VPIS, in conjunction with the Fungi Conservation Trust, 
can help with any cases of fungi poisoning, and a list of the 2016 CPD dates.

The VPIS Poster of Christmas and Festive Hazards is available to download from our website, 
or we do have some copies to send out if you would prefer.

Enjoy the Autumn and have a safe Christmas!

Welcome

2016 CPD 
COURSES
Key Areas Covered  
(six hours of CPD) 

•  Case histories for  
potential poisons cases

•  Decontamination  
for poisons cases

•  Toxicology information 
resources

Cost and Bookings

Standard fee: £295 + VAT
Early bird fee: £250 + VAT*

Each delegate will receive 
course notes and a CPD 
certificate (equates to 6 hours 
CPD training). Lunch and 
refreshments are provided.

Bookings: To reserve a place, 
please visit the link below and 
download the booking form.

http://vpisglobal.com/class-
based-courses-2016/

AUTUMN 2015 ISSUE

Date Location

January 20th London

March 16th Birmingham

May 11th York

June 29th Bristol

July 27th Edinburgh

September 7th London

October 5th Manchester

November 23rd Norwich

* Early bird discount applies to 
bookings made up to 8 weeks 
prior to the course date



Permethrin: 
Accidental 
application 
to cats

The identification of fungi is notoriously difficult, but the VPIS is now 
working with experienced field mycologists at the Fungus Conservation 
Trust who are willing to help identify images and samples of fungi eaten  
by animals. 

If you have a case of fungus ingestion, it would help the identification 
process greatly if the owner could take some photographs (the camera  
on a ‘phone is ideal for this), which should then be emailed to us  
(info@vpisglobal.com), along with a returned, completed questionnaire, 
which we will send to you at the time of the enquiry. The questionnaire  
asks for some details which can aid identification (e.g. where was it 
growing, texture, smell, etc). 

Any samples, which should be sent by post (details in the questionnaire) 
are examined to confirm identification. We are building up our database 
of fungus cases with confirmed identification to help build a picture of the 
clinical signs observed in animals after fungus ingestion (which may or  
may not be the same as seen in humans). 

Panaeolus foenisecii (Wellpets Animal Hospital)

This was identified as this species from the images, details given  
on the questionnaire and confirmed once samples were examined. 

Despite recent changes in the labelling and 
warnings on permethrin products intended 
for dogs, we are still receiving enquiries 
relating to the accidental application of 
these preparations to cats.

The following case reports highlight the 
importance and efficacy of propofol infusions, 
methocarbamol (a centrally acting muscle 
relaxant, Robaxin™) and intravenous lipid 
infusion in treating the convulsions,  
which are often difficult to control.

A 2.5 kg 20 week old kitten was accidentally 
treated with a dermal dog product containing 
permethrin. Within about 2 hours the kitten 
was hyperaesthetic and hyperthermic with 
severe twitching. It was unresponsive to 
diazepam and phenobarbital but returned 
to ‘near normal’ within 20 minutes of oral 
administration of methocarbamol. The vet 
stated that the methocarbamol had ‘an 
incredible effect on this kitten’.

A pregnant cat (4.1 kg) was treated with  
Bob Martin Spot On for dogs (permethrin)  
at 4.30 pm. At 7.30 pm she gave birth to a 
live kitten but then started fitting 30 minutes 
later. She was presented at the veterinary 
practice at midnight. The kitten had been 
feeding off the convulsing mother. Mother 
was washed, clipped and given a caesarean. 
A further 3 kittens were born, all alive. The 
mother was maintained on propofol CRI 
until 2.30 pm. The weakest kitten died soon 
after the caesarean but the others survived 
and fed off mother for the entire period of 
hospitalisation without adverse effect. Mother 
and babies were discharged after 2 days.

A 3.5 kg cat was accidentally treated with  
a Bob Martin Spot On. It started twitching  
by 4 hours and by 5 hours was also tremoring. 
It presented at the veterinary surgery 6 hours 
after application. Diazepam was ineffective  
in controlling the twitching and there was  
only a poor response to phenobarbital.  
Rectal methocarbamol was helpful in 
controlling the twitching and propofol  
was used to sedate. Intravenous lipid was  
also given and the cat recovered within  
36 hours. The veterinary practice used  
Toxbox to source the intravenous lipid. 

FUNGI IDENTIFICATION

Clitocybe rivulosa (Broad Lane Vets)

This was identified as Clitocybe species from the image and 
confirmed as Clitocybe rivulosa once the sample was examined.  
The clinical signs in this case were also consistent with ingestion  
of a muscarine-containing fungus.



CATS AND SWEET TASTING ABILITY:  
AN URBAN MYTH DISMISSED
Ethylene glycol is often described as ‘sweet tasting’, especially in relation to cases of human and animal poisonings, 
and this sweetness is often cited as the reasons animals are attracted to it in the initial instance.

In reality, ethylene glycol tastes acrid 
rather than sweet, and antifreeze 
preparations often contain a 
bittering agent which would mask 
the underlying, original taste.

There is also a concurrent self-
perpetuating myth, mainly in non-
scientific literature, which states that 
cats are attracted to sweet-tasting 
substances, and are therefore more 
likely to be at risk of poisoning from 
ethylene glycol for this very reason.

However it has been known since 2005 
(Li X et al 2005) that one of the genes 
which is responsible for coding the sweet 
taste bud receptor, is non-functional 
in cats, and is in fact an unexpressed 

pseudogene (Tas1r3). This means that the 
sweet receptor cannot be formed, making 
it impossible for cats to detect or taste 
sweet-tasting compounds. The probable 
reason for this is that cats are obligate 
carnivores – they only eat meat – there 
is no need for them to crave or detect 
carbohydrates as they get enough from 
metabolizing the compounds in the meat.

However, accidental or otherwise,  
the poisoning of cats by ethylene glycol 
remains a serious issue, with a toxic 
dose of 1ml/kg, and thus any ingestion 
or suspected ingestion should be 
regarded as requiring urgent attention.

The clinical signs, treatment and 
prognosis of ethylene glycol toxicity 

was discussed in the Autumn 2014 issue 
of Toxic Times, which is available to 
view or download on the VPIS website.

If you see any cases of ethylene glycol 
toxicity about which you do not need 
to contact us, it would be extremely 
helpful if you would have time to use 
the “Report a Case” function on our 
website. This would enable us to have a 
clearer idea of the extent of the problem, 
and how various treatments compare 
in terms of time scale of efficacy.

Citation: Li X, Li W, Wang H, Cao J, Maehashi 
K, Huang L, et al. (2005) Pseudogenization 
of a Sweet-Receptor Gene Accounts for Cats’ 
Indifference toward Sugar. PLoS Genet 1(1): 
e3. doi:10.1371/journal.pgen.0010003

The poisoning of cats by 
ethylene glycol remains 
a serious issue, with a 
toxic dose of 1ml/kg
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LEGAL 
HIGHS
Over the past few years, there has been an alarming increase in the incidence of human poisonings 
related to the drugs termed as ‘legal highs’. These are available, by various avenues, to the general 
population, and by extension, their pets and companion animals.

Legal highs are novel psychoactive 
substances that are synthetic chemicals 
or plant or fungal material, used to elicit 
a psychoactive response. They can be 
hallucinogenic, stimulant or sedative  
or a combination of all three.

There is unfortunately very limited 
information on these drugs in animals 
or humans (who often take multiple 
drugs of abuse and/or alcohol at the 
same time) and no information on the 
pharmacokinetics of novel psychoactive 
substances in animals.

The names, be it a ‘trade’ name or slang 
name are ever changing and cannot 
be used as a reliable guide to what the 
product may contain; for example, the 
name “Spice’ can refer to a variety of 
synthetic cannabinoids.

Many of these products are sold as ‘plant 
food’, ‘bath salt’, ‘pond cleaner’ or ‘Bonsai 

fertiliser’ or labelled as ‘not fit for human 
consumption’ in an effort to avoid the 
attention of regulatory Authorities.

The most common drug groups involved 
include cathinones (found in khat), cocaine 
derivatives, ketamine and phencyclidine 
derivatives, phenylethylamines and 
piperazines. However, most cases in 
animals appear to involve synthetic 
cannabinoids.

Among the cases reported the VPIS,  
there has been one death, from a 
substance called ‘marshmallow leaf’. 
The dog was in sternal recumbency, 
obtunded with severe constricted pupils 
and very slow pupillary light reflex (PLR), 
mild twitching and severe hypothermia 
(30.7ºC). 

Brain damage secondary to severe 
hypothermia was suspected and the dog 
was euthanised 3 hours after admission.

In another case, a 16 kg Staffordshire 
bull terrier presented 17 hours after 
ingestion of Berry Bomb containing 
AKB48 (a synthetic cannabinoid receptor 
antagonist). It was suspected that the 
dog had been given the product as joke. 
The clinical signs were thought to have 
occurred soon after ingestion but the 
owner was unable to give an accurate 
history. The dog had severe hypothermia, 
urinary incontinence, nystagmus, 
constricted pupils, severe bradycardia  
(40 bpm), hypotension, twitching and 
coma. It was treated with IV fluids, and 
given diazepam which controlled the 
twitching. The dog recovered and the 
‘owner very grateful when sober’

Please contact us if you suspect that 
a legal high may be responsible for an 
animal poisoning, as we are trying to  
get an accurate picture of the extent  
to which animals are effected.

On a related subject, we’d be interested 
to hear of any cases you see of animals 
ingesting marijuana - feel free to use the 
“Report A Case” facility on our website 
if you do not actually need to contact us 
regarding the case. In the USA, where 
marijuana has been legalised in many 
states, the Pet Poison Helpline, who 
answer calls from members of the public 
have reported a 200% increase in the 
number of cases/enquiries they have 
received on this agent. It would be useful 
to monitor the number of cases in the  
UK of animals involved in exposure to 
these agents. 


