It’s hard to compete with the horrors of Tax Day, but for me, April 18th is the date that will forever resonate in my mind, the worst day ever.  And I have had some pretty gory tax returns.  For it was April 18th, 2008 that the concept of VAS - or vaccine associated sarcoma - became undeniable.  That was the day when my sweet 16 ½ year old cat Pooty went in for a tumor removal, and after a desperate plea from her surgeon, come out as a rear leg amputee, or “tripod”, a name those of us who love them prefer.

My story with VAS begins like so many others.  In the beginning of March I returned from a vacation, so anxious to see my little girl.  When I picked her up, I felt a random lump that was not there when I left.  Twenty four hours later, I am at the vet's office, in shock and unable to retain most of the words the doctor tells me.  The big ones stick out.  Cancer.  Prognosis.  Metastasis.  Amputation.  Pooty is perfectly healthy, I try to reason with the vet, she has had only the best care in life.  

And such is the bitter irony of VAS, called by some the disease of well loved pets, and by others, feline medicine’s dirty little secret.  Like most people, I hadn’t heard of VAS until Pooty was already afflicted with the disease, which is brutal and unforgiving.  First recognized at the University of Pennsylvania School of Veterinary Medicine in 1991, VAS is a malignant tumor associated with common feline vaccines such as those for rabies and feline leukemia.
VAS seems like it comes out of nowhere due to the rapid growth of the tumor, and approximately 20% of VAS cases will involve metastasis to the lungs, lymph nodes or skin and have a high incidence of regrowth after surgical removal.  Although VAS is reported to be an uncommon occurrence (existing data indicates 1-10 in 10,000 cats are afflicted with the disease), when it happens to your cat, it hits you hard.  Pooty is still with me 15 months after I found the lump, but the fight against VAS has entailed amputation, chemotherapy, surgical removal of a recurrent lump and radiation.  The emotional and financial drain has been tremendous, but the only thing I would have done differently would be to move faster.  And I would have done that had I been more informed.  Knowledge is power.

In the last 15 months, I’ve learned a lot, and I tell anyone and everyone who will listen, even some who won’t, what I’ve learned.  If I can save even one kitty from the suffering Pooty has gone through, that’s good enough for me.  So here’s what I know:

· Talk to your vet.  Together you can determine the best course of action for your cat is based on her health and vaccination history as well as her risk of exposure to infections diseases.  
· Learn about vaccine reactions.  Vaccines can cause normal reactions in a healthy cat, so it is important to ask your vet what to look for, and what kind of reactions are severe enough to warrant a follow up visit.  
· Understand vaccine protocol.  The American Association of Feline Practitioners has put forth vaccination guidelines that limit the type and frequency of vaccinations given to cats 1.  
· Educate yourself on appropriate vaccine sites. Cornell University’s Vaccine-Associated Feline Sarcoma Task Force has issued vaccine site recommendations 2.  Aggressive surgical treatment of these sarcomas is the first line of defense, but they must be in a location where large areas of tissue can be removed.  Core vaccines should be administered as distally as possible in cat’s limbs.  

· Keep thorough records of your cats vaccines and injections.  Not only is this important to report adverse reactions, but in some cases vaccine manufacturers will provide partial remuneration for VAS treatment expenses.  Records should include Date, Administering Veterinarian’s name and contact information, Type/ brand/ lot number of vaccine, amount administered, and location on the body where the injection was made.  Do not walk out of your vet’s office without this information!
· Acquaint yourself with the Vaccine-Associated Feline Sarcoma Task Force Guidelines for Diagnosis and Management of Suspected Sarcomas 3.  If your cat is suspected to have VAS, you will want a skilled surgeon with a good understanding of how to manage these tumors.  As the cat’s owner, you should understand the protocols and demand they are followed.
For additional information on VAS resources referenced above, refer to the following websites:

American Association of Feline Practitioners vaccination guidelines 1:

http://www.catvets.com/professionals/guidelines/publications/?Id=176 

Vaccine-Associated Feline Sarcoma Task Force Vaccine Site Recommendations 2
http://www.avma.org/vafstf/sitercmnd.asp 
Vaccine-Associated Feline Sarcoma Task Force Guidelines for Diagnosis and Management of Suspected Sarcomas 3
http://www.avma.org/vafstf/tfguidelines99.asp
For general information on VAS, refer to the following websites:

Vaccine-Associated Feline Sarcoma Task Force Home page
http://www.avma.org/vafstf/default.asp
Cornell University Feline Health Center VAS Informational Brochure
http://www.vet.cornell.edu/fhc/brochures/vaccsarc.html
To locate a Veterinary Specialist in your area:
American College of Veterinary Internal Medicine
http://www.acvim.org/websites/acvim/index.php?p=3
