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EOSINOPHILIC KERATITIS

What does eosinophilic keratitis look like?


The cornea of cats with eosinophilic keratitis (inflammation of the cornea) develop a proliferative white-to-pink plaque affecting variable portions of the cornea. These plaques usually begin at the lateral side of the cornea but the nasal side may also be affected. There is occasionally a thick cottage cheese-like deposit that is lightly adherent to the corneal surface and is readily scraped off. There is often corneal fluid buildup (edema), superficial vessel in-growth, redness and inflammation of the conjunctiva (moveable white tissue on the globe) mucoid discharge, squinting (blepharospasm), and elevation of the inner or third eyelid(haw). Some cats have reduced tear production.


 

An area of eosinophilic keratitis on the dorsal aspect of the cornea of a cat (arrow).

What is the cause of eosinophilic keratitis?


The cause of eosinophilic keratitis is unknown. It has been suggested that the condition is related to the Eosinophilic Granuloma Complex [EGC] of cats. The EGC is a skin condition which causes ulceration of the lips, forelegs or abdomen, depending on the type of EGC. Since eosinophilic keratitis and EGC have similar microscopic findings and response to treatment they are thought to be related. Cats with eosinophilic keratitis are thought to have an exaggerated immune response to certain stimuli. This exaggerated response causes an abundant infiltration of inflammatory cells including plasma cells, lymphocytes, mast cells, eosinophils and histiocytes into the area of stimulation.


Several researchers have noticed cats with typical eosinophilic keratitis lesions in one eye have typical herpesvirus corneal ulceration in the the same or opposite eye. Cats treated successfully for herpes keratitis and corneal ulcer may subsequently developed eosinophilic keratitis, and we believe that eosinophilic keratitis and herpesvirus are related in some (if not all) cats. 


A published study demonstrated that 33% of cats with eosinophilic keratitis were positive for feline herpesvirus when corneal and conjunctival scrapings were tested using a viral immunofluorescence test. Another study reports that 76% of samples from cats with eosinophilic keratitis were positive using a Polymerase Chain Reaction [PCR] Test for feline herpesvirus.

How is eosinophilic keratitis diagnosed?


The first diagnostic procedure involves scrapings of the corneal lesions being examined using a microscope. Examination of the cheese-like corneal deposits confirms a predominance of eosinophils, a few neutrophils, non-cornified epithelium and lymphocytes. Occasionally it is recommended when collecting a corneal scraping for cytology,  a sample also be collected for a herpesvirus polymerase chain reaction (PCR) test. 

How is eosinophilic keratitis treated?


The first reported case of eosinophilic keratitis was incorrectly diagnosed as cancer of the cornea and the mass was surgically removed. Once the surgical wound had healed, the eye was treated with subconjunctivally injected and topical steroids. When the medication was discontinued the eosinophilic keratitis recurred. Recognizing similarities between the histologic findings of this case of eosinophilic keratitis and the eosinophilic granuloma complex, one veterinary ophthalmologist utilized a birth control tablet (megestrol acetate) for the treatment of the condition in a cat with excellent results. 


In recent years, the adverse side effects of birth control therapy have received attention in the veterinary literature, although usually mild and/or temporary at the doses we use. These include increased appetite and weight gain, behavior change (increases in lovingness or aggression), mammary hyperplasia (breast enlargement), adrenocortical suppression and diabetes mellitus. It can be difficult to find the right medication or combination of medications for an individual cat, and so a combination of megestrol acetate and a topical steroids and/or immune suppressive medications may be necessary. As the eosinophilic keratitis is controlled, the medication is reduced over a two-to-three month period. The type of treatment of eosinophilic keratitis will be determined by the ability to treat the patient, and the severity of the lesions.


Treatment with systemic or topical steroids at some dose may be necessary to control the inflammation of eosinophilic keratitis.  However, steroids may suppress the immune system of the patient and can be associated with herpesvirus outbreak and symptoms.  Because some patients with eosinophilic keratitis may be infected with herpes, it is important to use anti-herpes medication in conjunction with the immune-suppressive steroids. More information about herpesvirus and treatment in cats is available on our herpes handout. 


In the long-term, some cats only have a single outbreak of eosinophilic keratitis, while others have an outbreak once a year, or even more frequently until the right combination and frequency of medication is identified. A few cats need long-term maintenance therapy. Once your cat has one episode of eosinophilic keratitis, future outbreaks are always possible.  Please contact us right away if symptoms recur because eosinophilic keratitis is easier to control when treatment is initiated sooner.


If you have any questions, please ask any of us at Animal Eye Specialists and we will be glad to answer them.

