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One of the questions I am most often asked by pet owners is how old their pet 
would be in ‘human years’. There is a sense of wonderment as we watch our pets 
age at a rate much greater than we do. However the real significance of this ageing 
process is often overlooked. It is not only the age in ‘human years’ that is important 
when considering the care we need to provide our pets. Of equal or even greater 
importance is the fact that because our pets age more rapidly than us, many chang-
es can occur to their body in a relatively short space of time. 
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Dog/small animal questions

Dear Dr Catt, 

We have a five year-old domestic shorthaired who, at the best of times, is a 
little neurotic. We're going to be moving house in the middle of next month 
and we're dreading the problems we have with her. She can't cope with moves 
and pulls out her fur for days afterwards. It's awful and the poor thing ends 
up with angry, raw patches of skin exposed. Is there any thing we can do to 
minimise the impact the move will have on her. We'll look at anything to help 
her through it. Any hints on acclimatising her to her new home and surrounds 
would be really helpful.

Moving house can be one of the most stressful events in the life of a cat (and let’s 
not forget the poor owners!), as cats tend to be very bonded to their environment. 
There are a number of steps you can take to minimise the stresses involved with 
both the physical moving of your cat, and settling them into their new home.

Some people find it easier on both Puss and themselves to have the cat boarded 
for a couple of days during the move itself, especially if packing and moving will 
be very time consuming and the cat is highly strung. Most cats are fine to stay at 
home during this time, but it is worth keeping them confined to one room during 
the move, with the door closed and with their carrier, litter tray, water and food 
bowls and a bed nearby. Try to make it a room they are familiar and comfortable 
in, for instance a bedroom.  Before packing that room up for the move, place the 
cat in the carrier, and take them to the car ready for transporting to the new home. 
If you can keep calm yourself, it will help minimise the anxiety for all concerned.

It may be worth speaking to your vet about prescribing a travel sedative if she gets 
particularly agitated, as this may make the transition easier.

When getting to the new house, again confine her to the one room, with her bed 
etc as before. Having the furniture in place beforehand is ideal, as is having some-
one she is close to stay with her for a time, while she starts to explore the room. 
Once the move is finished, and your cat looks comfortable in the room she is in, 
allow her to explore the rest of the house, with you in attendance. It may be worth 
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planting her scent in the rest of the house before this by rubbing a tissue or soft 
cloth over her face (including where the scent glands are beside her mouth), and 
then wiping the cloth on door jambs and chair legs at the height of the cat’s head, 
so there are already some familiar smells around. If you cat has outside access, then 
make sure you keep her inside for a couple of weeks before letting her out, and then 
only for short times when you’re there with her.

A product we have found particularly useful for stressed cats (and cats in stressful 
situations) is called Feliway, available from the vet.  Feliway is a synthetic facial 
pheromone which comes as a spray or a diffuser (similar to the plug-in mosquito 
zappers). Having both products would be ideal, as it is a great idea to have the dif-
fuser already plugged in and turned on in the room she will be introduced to first 
(preferably at face height and in an exposed spot), and the spray can be used in her 
carrier before travelling, and then in spots around the house as she is allowed to 
explore. We have found Feliway very successful with most of our anxious cats, and 
in fact I would suggest using it for any cat about to have a particular stress in their 
life, for example moving house or the introduction of another cat or a new baby.

If your cat has a tendency to pull out her hair when moving to a new house, I 
would also recommend that you have all flea treatments completely up to date 
before moving so that a potential flea problem doesn’t exacerbate the situation. 
Make sure you have vacuumed the place thoroughly while still empty of furniture, 
and ensure your cat has had one of the good quality spot-on flea formulas applied 
within the past couple of weeks (flea eggs can sense vibrations and hatch when a 
place becomes newly occupied).

As a last resort, there are medications that your vet may consider prescribing in the 
short term, if Puss still seems very anxious despite all your precautions.

I wish you both the best of luck; hopefully all will go smoothly and you will enjoy 
your new home together!
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A balanced diet is important for your bird. Lorikeet dry mix should be available at 
all times. Wet lorikeet mixes may be supplied for short periods at a time. I recom-
mend removing wet foods after 10 minutes as they have a high sugar content and 
easily become spoiled 
in the humid weather in 
Australia. When buying 
lorikeet foods compare 
the packaging of several 
wet and dry commercial 
brands and find one 
that is not primarily 
just sugar. Some of the 
newer organic brands 
have little or no sugar 
and I recommend these. 

Fresh native plants also 
should be supplied daily 
especially bottlebrush 
and grevilleas. Other 
native plants includ-
ing banksia, eucalyp-
tus, acacia, mallees, 
casuarina, malaleuca 
and hakia are all plants 
your bird will enjoy. In 
fact, you can give your 
bird a huge variety of 
Australian plants and 
blossoms. 

Ideally, each day your 
bird should be supplied 
a balanced selection of 
fresh vegetables such 
as spinach, beans, pars-
ley, broccoli, carrots, 
silverbeet, etc. Fruit 
may be also offered as 
many birds will eat it. 
Lorikeets love apples but 
will sample many other 
fruits. Other foods you 
can serve on occasion 
include pasta, rice, toast, 
eggs, mashed potato, 
cooked chicken bones 
and other meats.

I have just bought myself a five-month-old rainbow lorikeet. I am feeding him 
small parrot seed mix as I found a packet at the supermarket with a picture of 
a lorikeet on it.  I have also seen some powdered foods for lorikeets. Are these 
foods appropriate?

Many people do not realise that feeding lorikeets is different to feeding other par-
rots. Although many seed mixes have pictures of brightly coloured lorikeets on 
the front of the packets, they are not actually for them. It seems strange that they 
shouldn’t eat seed, as lorikeets love seeds and will gobble them up when offered. 
Lorikeets, although they look like other Australian parrots, do not eat seed as they 
are nectar eaters. This is because–unlike the other medium-sized parrots–they do not 
have the same thick walled stomach for crushing up seeds. This is why you should 
not feed your pet lorikeet (or the wild lorikeet in your garden) seeds.
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Consider for instance a larger breed of dog such as a Labrador. A typical life expect-
ancy for such a dog would be 12 to 14 years. One year of this dog’s life represents 
about 8% of its total life expectancy. This equates to 6 to 7 years of a human’s life.

Now if a 60 year old person turned up to their GP for their first check up in 7 years, 
they could rightly expect a good natured lecture on the importance or more regular 
health checks. Likewise, regular health checks are important for our older pets. 

So what is an ‘older pet’, and how regularly should they be checked? Generally we 
are talking about dogs older than 8 years of age. We vets like to call them seniors 
rather than geriatrics. I would recommend that senior pets get a health check at 
least every 12 months. Every 6 months is preferable, especially once they reach 12 
years of age.

The key to successful management of disease is early detection. By scheduling regu-
lar health checks for your older pet, your vet will be able to diagnose, treat and in 
some cases prevent problems before they become life threatening. There are many 
conditions that are quite straightforward to diagnose that we see more commonly in 
senior pets, including periodontal disease, cancer, diabetes, obesity, arthritis, heart 
disease and kidney disease. Early detection and management of these will improve 
your pet’s quality of life and help them live longer.

So what does a regular health check actually involve? The answer to this question 
will vary from pet to pet. At the very least, a thorough history and physical exami-
nation would be performed. Some conditions can be diagnosed from a good physi-
cal exam alone. There may be clues from the history and examination that other 
problems are present, indicating further testing.

Routine blood tests would usually be performed. These will allow the detection of 
diseases like diabetes, thyroid disease, kidney disease, liver disease and other hormo-
nal diseases. Additional tests that may be performed include x-rays to detect arthri-
tis and heart disease, stool analysis for parasites and blood pressure checks.

As well as disease screening, annual health checks are a great opportunity to ask 
your vet about other issues such as diet and behaviour. And apart from feeding a 
healthy diet and giving them unconditional love, regular health checks will help 
you ensure your pet’s live long, healthy and happy lives. 


