
Citation: Le, S.-J.; Xin, G.-Y.; Wu,

W.-C.; Shi, M. Genetic Diversity and

Evolution of Viruses Infecting Felis

catus: A Global Perspective. Viruses

2023, 15, 1338. https://doi.org/

10.3390/v15061338

Academic Editors: Ronald N. Harty

and Séverine Tasker

Received: 10 May 2023

Revised: 27 May 2023

Accepted: 29 May 2023

Published: 7 June 2023

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

viruses

Article

Genetic Diversity and Evolution of Viruses Infecting Felis catus:
A Global Perspective
Shi-Jia Le, Gen-Yang Xin, Wei-Chen Wu and Mang Shi *

State Key Laboratory for Biocontrol, School of Medicine, Shenzhen Campus of Sun Yat-sen University,
Sun Yat-sen University, Shenzhen 518107, China; leshij@mail2.sysu.edu.cn (S.-J.L.);
xingy29@mail2.sysu.edu.cn (G.-Y.X.); wuweixiongde@126.com (W.-C.W.)
* Correspondence: shim23@mail.sysu.edu.cn

Abstract: Cats harbor many important viral pathogens, and the knowledge of their diversity has
been greatly expanded thanks to increasingly popular molecular sequencing techniques. While
the diversity is mostly described in numerous regionally defined studies, there lacks a global
overview of the diversity for the majority of cat viruses, and therefore our understanding of the
evolution and epidemiology of these viruses was generally inadequate. In this study, we analyzed
12,377 genetic sequences from 25 cat virus species and conducted comprehensive phylodynamic
analyses. It revealed, for the first time, the global diversity for all cat viruses known to date, taking
into account highly virulent strains and vaccine strains. From there, we further characterized and
compared the geographic expansion patterns, temporal dynamics and recombination frequencies
of these viruses. While respiratory pathogens such as feline calicivirus showed some degree of
geographical panmixes, the other viral species are more geographically defined. Furthermore, recom-
bination rates were much higher in feline parvovirus, feline coronavirus, feline calicivirus and feline
foamy virus than the other feline virus species. Collectively, our findings deepen the understanding
of the evolutionary and epidemiological features of cat viruses, which in turn provide important
insight into the prevention and control of cat pathogens.
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1. Introduction

Cats (species Felis catus, genus Felis of the family Felidae) harbor a wide range of
viruses. Since the discovery of the first feline virus—feline parvovirus in 1928 [1]—more
than 25 feline virus species have been identified, among which six have been extensively
studied because of known disease association and/or worldwide prevalence. These viruses
include feline immunodeficiency virus (FIV), feline coronavirus (FCoV), feline leukemia virus
(FeLV), feline calicivirus (FCV), feline parvovirus (FPV) and felid alphaherpesvirus 1 (FHV-1).
FCV and FHV-1 are important pathogens that cause feline upper respiratory tract disease
(URTD) [2,3], FCoV and FPV are initially primary pathogens of the feline gastrointestinal
tract disease [4,5], and FIV and FeLV can cause immunodeficiency disease in cats similar to
acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) in humans [6,7]. Furthermore, FeLV infection
has been associated with quite a few unique diseases, such as acute myeloid leukemia (AML),
multicentric lymphoma, aplastic anemia and other immunodeficiencies [8–10]. In addition to
these well-known pathogens, a number of other feline viruses have been identified, but disease
associations remained unclear; these include feline astrovirus (FAstV), feline rotavirus (FRV),
feline foamy virus (FFV), Torque Teno feline virus (TTFV) and felis catus papillomavirus
(FcaPV). Among these, FAstV and FRV are suggested to be part of the gastrointestinal
virome of domestic cats [11], FcaPV is suspected to be associated with cutaneous squamous
cell carcinomas (SCC) [12], whereas FFV and TTFV have been regarded as non-pathogenic
in felines [13–15].
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In recent years, with the development of PCR-based and next-generation sequencing
techniques, a large number of novel viruses have been identified from cats, including
feline morbillivirus (FeMV) [16], feline bocaparvovirus (FBoV) [17], felis catus gamma-
herpesvirus 1 (FcaGHV−1) [18,19], feline kobuvirus (FeKoV) [20], feline paramyxovirus
(FePaV) [21], domestic cat hepadnavirus (DCH) [22], feline picornavirus (FePV) [23], feline
norovirus (FNoV) [24], feline chaphamaparvovirus (FeChPV) [25], feline picobirnavirus
(FePBV) [26], feline bufavirus (FeBuV) [27] and feline cyclovirus (FeCyCV) [28]. Neverthe-
less, the pathogenicity of these viruses is currently under-studied, although many have
been identified in diseased animals. For example, FBoV, FeKoV, FNoV and FeChPV have
been identified in cats with gastrointestinal disease [29–33], FcaGHV−1 from cats with
immunosuppressive signs and ocular disorders [18,34,35] and FeMV from cats with renal
diseases [16]. Nevertheless, confirming the disease association of these viruses requires
more data from standard “case-and-control” studies.

While more viruses are being discovered in cats, our knowledge of the geographic
range of cat viruses has also expanded, thanks to a huge number of sequence-based
molecular epidemiological studies, each targeting a specific pathogen from a specific region.
Indeed, for most well-known pathogens, namely, FCV, FIV, FPV, FeLV and FCoV, their
geographic range has been shown to range from the place of discovery to worldwide.
Global distribution has also been established for recently discovered viruses. For example,
FeMV was first discovered in Hong Kong in 2012 [16], and by using PCR primers designed
based on the first few genomes, it was then identified in Japan, the United Kingdom,
Brazil, Turkey and Italy [36–43]. Similarly, FeChPV was first discovered in 2019 from a
feline shelter in Canada [5] before its presence was expanded to Turkey [44], Italy [25] and
China [45,46].

In general, recent studies based on molecular sequencing have witnessed a great
expansion of virus species richness, intra-specific genomic diversity, and geographic range
for feline viruses. While these diversities are mostly described in numerous regionally
defined studies, there is a lack of an overview of global diversity for the majority of
cat viruses. As a result, the general evolutionary and epidemiological characteristics of
these viruses were never systematically compared. In this study, we downloaded the
entire collection of genetic sequences for every feline virus identified thus far and con-
ducted a comprehensive phylodynamic analysis. Our results revealed and compared the
overall diversity, geographic and temporal dynamics, disease characteristics and recom-
bination frequency of each cat virus, deepened our understanding of evolutionary and
epidemiological features, and provided important insight into the prevention and control of
cat pathogens.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Collection of Feline Virus Sequences and Information

The taxonomy of feline viruses was determined based on a comprehensive search of the
NCBI PubMed database using the keyword “feline virus” or “cat virus” (Table S1). For each
feline virus species, we downloaded all the nucleotide sequences, coding DNA sequences
(CDS) and the associated sequence information, including GenBank number, virus strain,
collection time, country of origin, PubMed (publication) ID and host information, from
the NCBI GenBank database. For those with missing or incomplete information and for
virulence, vaccine, and pathogenic information, an in-depth search was carried out to
look for corresponding data from the original publications. All sequence and information
collections were carried out in February 2022.

2.2. Data Processing and Sequence Alignment

For each virus, the CDS were first categorized based on encoded genes. Sequences
with <300 bp in length and >20% of ambiguous nucleotides were treated as low-quality
data and removed from the data set. Highly identical sequences (>99% nucleotide identity)
were also removed by using Cluster Database at High Identity with Tolerance (CD-HIT)P



Viruses 2023, 15, 1338 3 of 22

(version 4.8.1) and CD-HIT-EST (version 4.8.1) programs [47], given that they were from the
same geographic regions. Based on the number of sequences available, sequence divergence
level, and the representativeness of diversity and geographic distribution, it is subsequently
determined which gene (and regions of genes) was used to represent the overall diver-
sity of this virus. Corresponding sequences were then aligned using the program Mafft
(version 7.480) [48] for later phylogenetic and evolutionary analyses.

2.3. Phylogenetic Analyses

The intra-specific phylogenetic trees for most of the viruses involved in this study
were reconstructed based on gene or partial gene alignments representative of the virus
diversity (see Section 2.2) using the maximum likelihood (ML) algorithm, General Time
Reversible (GTR) nucleotide substitution model, and the subtree pruning and regrafting
(SPR) branch-swapping algorithm implemented in software PhyML (version 3.0) [49]. For
some of the newly discovered viruses, such as FAstV, FNoV and FRV, the inter-specific
phylogenetic trees were reconstructed to demonstrate their diversity in the context of other
related virus species. The inter-specific phylogenetic trees were reconstructed based on
RNA dependent RNA polymerase (RdRp) (RNA viruses) and non-structural protein 1
(NS1) (FeChPV) protein alignments and utilizing a maximum likelihood algorithm, the
Le Gascuel (LG) amino acid substitution model, and the SPR branch-swapping algorithm
implemented in PhyML. All trees generated in this study were mid-point rooted and
were labeled and demonstrated using the ggtree (version 3.2.1) [50] software package
implemented in R (version 4.1.2) [51].

2.4. Analyses of Phylogeographic Structures

To assess whether the spread of a virus was confined by geographic distances or loca-
tions, we used the package adegenet (version 2.1.10) [52] implemented in R (version 4.1.2),
which reveals the genetic structure present among geographic regions using discriminant
analysis of principal components (DAPC). We also used Wilks’ lambda to evaluate the
degree of geographic structure with the MANOVA method.

2.5. Analyses of Temporal Structure, Evolutionary Rate and Estimating Time to the Most Recent
Common Ancestor (tMRCA)

Before time-scale analysis, sequences without sampling date information were re-
moved from the alignment. The temporal structure of each cat virus species was examined
using TempEst (v 1.5.3) [53], which carried out a regression of phylogenetic root-to-tip
distances against the sampling date. In addition, time-scale trees were inferred using
TreeTime (version 0.8.6) [54] and Least-squares dating (LSD) (version 0.3beta) [55], which
transforms ML trees topology into time-scale trees with GTR nucleotide substitution model
and autocorrelated molecular clock model.

2.6. Analyses of Genomic Recombination

To investigate the frequency of recombination for each cat virus species, phyloge-
nies were reconstructed at the beginning (i.e., the first 2000 bp) and the end (i.e., the last
2000 bp) of the full genome alignments. The trees based on the two genomic regions were
subsequently compared for (i) incongruences in topology or (ii) inconsistencies in pairwise
genetic distance matrices as measures of recombination frequency. The incongruences
in topology were visualized using the dendextend package (version 1.15.2) [56] imple-
mented in R (version 4.1.2). The degree of inconsistencies was estimated based on pairwise
comparisons of patristic genetic distance matrices and using the mantel test [57].

3. Results
3.1. Overview of Feline Viruses around the World

We collected a total of 12,377 sequences of feline viruses from NCBI GenBank database,
among which the majority are associated with the five most common feline pathogens,
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namely, FIV (n = 3624), FCoV (n = 3066), FeLV (n = 1571), FCV (n = 1441) and FPV (n = 929)
(Figure 1A), which also had worldwide distributions (Figure 1B). While FIV sequences are
quite abundant across different continents, other viruses have a more uneven distribution.
For example, FCoV is more frequently sampled in Asia and Europe than in North Amer-
ica, whereas FeLV is more frequently sampled in Asia and the Americas than in Europe
(Figure 1B). Nevertheless, some of the unevenness in distribution might reflect sampling
bias instead of true prevalence. Indeed, the sampling sizes in Africa and South Amer-
ica are much smaller than those of the other continents (Figure 1B). Additionally, within
Europe, more sequences are obtained from Western than Eastern Europe. Collectively,
these observations suggest wide distribution and potential gaps in the global sampling of
feline viruses.

Figure 1. Overview of the distribution of feline virus sequences. (A) Number of GenBank sequences
available for each feline virus species. Red and blue bars represent DNA and RNA virus, respectively.
(B) The global distribution of virus sequences collected for this study. The size of the circle reflects
the number of sequences.

3.2. Phylogenetic Analysis

We performed phylogenetic analyses that revealed the diversity backbone for more
than nine major cat virus species. Among these, FIV is an important cat pathogen whose
infection usually leads to the depletion of CD4+ T cells and causes AIDS-like diseases in
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cats [58]. The virus has been previously divided into seven different clades (A–F and U),
each associated with specific geographic locations [59–61]. We analyzed 831 representative
sequences, which cover 501 nucleotides (nt) (501 bp out of 2571 bp complete length) in the
env gene. The phylogenetic tree reveals a diversity comprised of at least six well-supported
clades. The division is mostly consistent with the sub-typing system from previous studies,
except for Clade E, which is merged into Clade B due to a lack of clear distinguishment
between the two (Figure 2). In comparison with previously defined clades (A–F), the clade
depicted here contains a much larger diversity and wider geographic ranges (Figure 2).
Among these, Clades A–D harbor most of the sequences (816/831) identified from the
field. Clade A and B are both worldwide clades with global distributions, although, within
these clades, there is some degree of geographic structuring of virus diversity (Figure 2).
In comparison, Clades C and D are more regionally defined: Clade D is only identified in
Asia, whereas Clade C is mainly identified in both Oceania and Asia and contains a highly
virulent strain, CABCpady00C, sampled from Canada, which causes high death rates from
acute phase immunodeficiency disease [62,63] (Figure 2). Two vaccine strains are available
for FIV, which belong to Clade A (i.e., strain Petaluma) and D (i.e., strain Shizuoka), and
are used as inactivated dual-subtype FIV vaccines.

Figure 2. Diversity and phylogeographic structure of FIV based on env gene. A maximum-likelihood
tree reconstructed based on partial env gene alignments (501 nt) is shown on the left, which includes
831 virus sequences obtained from the GenBank. The tree is mid-point rooted. Geographic locations
(continent) for these virus strains are marked with different colors. Highly virulent strains and
vaccine strains are labeled using red and black diamonds, respectively. The detailed geographic
distributions of each subtype are shown as pie charts on the right of the phylogenetic tree.

FCoV can cause two distinct types of diseases: some cause only mild (often subclini-
cal) gastrointestinal illness, while others can lead to fatal multisystemic disease of feline
infectious peritonitis (FIP) [64]. However, these diseases are not associated with specific
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FCoV genotypes or subtypes, and FIP arises as a result of viral mutations occurring fol-
lowing FCoV infection [65]. FCoVs are classified into two serotypes, Type I and Type II
FCoVs [66]. We analyzed 107 complete S gene sequences (4494 nt) of FCoV in the context of
147 sequences under Alphacoronavirus 1, which includes FCoV, Canine coronavirus
(CCoV), Transmissible gastroenteritis virus of swine (TGEV) and Porcine respiratory coron-
avirus (PRCoV) (Figure 3). Type I and II alphacoronaviruses are separated by an average of
58% nucleotide sequence divergence. FCoV is identified in both types, with the majority
(92/107) of Type I and only a few (15/107) of Type II, and the latter show a relatively
close relationship with Type II CCoV compared with TGEV and PRCoV (Figure 3). Highly
virulent strains are identified in both Type I and II viruses, which include the HRB-17 strain
from China [67], the 79–1146 strain from the USA [68] and the 26 M strain from the UK [69].
A vaccine strain is occasionally used to prevent FCoV infection, and it is derived from
strain DF-2, a Type II FCoV.

Figure 3. Diversity and phylogeographic structure of FCoV based on S gene. A maximum-likelihood
tree reconstructed based on S gene alignments (4494 nt) is shown on the left, which includes 147 virus
sequences obtained from the GenBank. The tree is mid-point rooted, and detailed subtrees of each
serotype (i.e., Type I and II) are shown on the right. For each serotype, the geographic distributions
are shown as a pie chart and placed left next to the corresponding subtree. Geographic locations
(continent) for these virus strains are marked with different colors. Highly virulent strains and
vaccine strains are labeled using red and black diamonds, respectively.

FeLV infection in cats is associated with various health issues, including anemia,
immune system-related diseases and cancer [70], and it has relatively high fatality rate [71].
We analyzed 278 representatives of the partial env gene (1756 bp out of 1929 bp complete length),
which divided the FeLV diversity into two major clades, namely, Clade 1 and 2 (Figure 4). For
each clade, a significant part of the diversity is associated with viruses sampled in Asia, whereas
those from the Americas and Europe form geographically defined lineages that are nested
within the diversity of Asian lineages. Furthermore, Asian viruses dominate the sequences
(187/278). Two vaccine strains (i.e., FeLV Rickard and FeLV Glasgow-1) are identified in
the phylogeny, and they all belong to Clade 1.
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Figure 4. Diversity and phylogeographic structure of FeLV based on partial env gene. A maximum-
likelihood tree reconstructed based on partial env gene alignments (1756 nt) is shown on the left, which
includes 278 virus sequences obtained from the GenBank. The tree is mid-point rooted. Geographic
locations (continent) for these virus strains are marked with different colors. Vaccine strains are
labeled using black diamonds. The detailed geographic distributions of each subtype are shown as
pie charts on the right of the phylogenetic tree.

FCV commonly infects the respiratory tract of cats, and some strains with higher
virulence can cause virulent systemic disease (VSD) [72–75]. A total of 801 representatives
of partial viral protein 1 (VP1) genes (420 bp out of 2007 bp complete length) are used for
phylogenetic analysis, which identifies seven well-supported clades (Clade 1–7) (Figure 5).
Most of the diversity is dominated by sequences identified from Europe, a continent
with much higher overall sequence numbers (644/801) and diversity than the rest of the
continents. Interestingly, Clades 2, 3, 6 and 7 are all “cosmopolitan” with geographic
expansion into more than three different continents. These clades are also ones that
contain more strains with higher virulence and transmissibility than the rest of the clades
(Figure 5). Specifically, Outbreak NSW 2015 [76], Outbreak ACT 2018 [76] and Outbreak
Massachusetts 2001 [77] were from Clade 2, whereas Outbreak QLD 2017 [76], Outbreak
Missouri 1995–1996 [77], Outbreak Sacramento 1998 [78], Outbreak Harrisburg 2003 [78]
and Outbreak Florida 2003 [78] were from Clade 6 (Figure S1). Four vaccine strains are
identified here, which belong to Clade 6 (FCV-F9) and Clade 7 (F4, FCV-255 and FCV-2024).
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Figure 5. Diversity and phylogeographic structure of FCV based on VP1 gene. A maximum-
likelihood tree reconstructed based on partial VP1 gene alignments (420 nt) is shown on the left,
which includes 801 representative virus sequences obtained from the GenBank. The tree is mid-point
rooted. Geographic locations (continent) for these virus strains are marked with different colors.
Highly virulent strains and vaccine strains are labeled using red and black diamonds, respectively.
The detailed geographic distributions of each subtype are shown as pie charts on the right of the
phylogenetic tree.

FPV is known as an important pathogen that causes gastrointestinal disease in cats [79].
This disease is also referred to as feline panleukopenia or feline infectious enteritis, which
can result in severe or even fatal disease in kittens. We used 252 representatives of the
complete minor capsid protein (VP2) gene (1755 bp) of FPV for phylogenetic analysis. All
FPVs form a sister clade to canine parvovirus (CPV). Within FPV, the diversity can be
divided, with low confidence, into two major clades and a number of small transmission
chains close to a common ancestor of all FPVs (Figure 6). Asian strains dominate the entire
phylogeny (144/252), followed by Europe (42/252) and Australia (19/252). Interestingly,
FPV also contains a number of strains identified from non-cat feline hosts, such as the
fox, lion, dog and raccoons, amongst others, resulting in gastroenteritis- and leukopenia-
type diseases similar to those observed in cats [79,80]. Six vaccine strains (FPV-Felocell,
FPV-Panocell, Philips Roxane, FPV-Purevax, PLI-IV and FPV-Dohyvac) are identified within
Clade 2 (Figure 6). The outbreak strains, which were recorded in Outbreak Mildura 2015,
Outbreak Sydney 2016–2017 and Outbreak New Zealand 2016 [81], are also located within
Clade 2 (Figure S2).
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Figure 6. Diversity and phylogeographic structure of FPV based on VP2 gene. A maximum-likelihood
tree reconstructed based on partial VP2 gene alignments (1755 nt) is shown on the left, which includes
252 virus sequences of FPV obtained from the GenBank. The tree is mid-point rooted. Geographic
locations (continent) for these virus strains are marked with different colors. Vaccine strains are
labeled using black diamonds. The detailed geographic distributions of each subtype are shown as
pie charts on the right of the phylogenetic tree.

FHV-1 normally infects the upper respiratory tract of cats and causes viral
rhinotracheitis [82]. We collected 66 complete genomes for phylogenetic analysis, and
it revealed three major clades with strong geographic structures, although there are a few
genome sequences from continents other than North America and Oceania (Figure 7).
Clade 1 is comprised of mainly North American strains, Clade 3 is comprised of only
Australian strains and Clade 2 is comprised of strains sampled from both continents. Three
vaccine strains (i.e., Companion, Merial Purevax MLV and Feligen) were identified, and
they all belong to Clade 1.

FFV is generally considered to be non-pathogenic in domestic and wild felids [15].
FFVs are classified into two subtypes, the F17/951-type and FUV-type [83]. We collected
104 env gene (2949 bp) sequences of FFV for phylogenetic analysis. FFV strains can be
divided into two subtypes, including F17/951-type and FUV-type (Figure 8). Interest-
ingly, the majority of the sequences obtained here were from cougars sampled from the
United States [84]. Among the cat-associated FFV, the majority of the viral sequences are
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obtained from North America and Asia, although the sampling size is too small for reliable
phylogeographical inference.

Figure 7. Diversity and phylogeographic structure of FHV-1 based on complete genome alignment. A
maximum-likelihood tree reconstructed based on complete genome alignments (134,883 nt) is shown
on the left, which includes 66 virus sequences obtained from the GenBank. The tree is mid-point
rooted. Geographic locations (continent) for these virus strains are marked with different colors.
Vaccine strains are labeled using black diamonds. The detailed geographic distributions of each
subtype are shown as pie charts on the right of the phylogenetic tree.

Figure 8. Diversity and phylogeographic structure of FFV based on env gene. A maximum-likelihood
tree reconstructed based on env gene alignments (2949 nt) is shown on the left, which includes
104 virus sequences obtained from the GenBank. The tree is mid-point rooted. Geographic locations
(continent) for these virus strains are marked with different colors. For each serotype, the geographic
distributions are shown as a pie chart and placed left next to the corresponding subtree.
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FeMV is believed to be associated with renal disease, although more data from clinical
studies are required to confirm this [38,85]. Previous analysis of FeMV genomes divided
the diversity into two genotypic lineages, FeMV−1 and FeMV−2 [86]. In our study, a total
of 186 sequences of RdRp gene sequences were analyzed, which divided the diversity into
at least three clades (Figure 9). Among these, Clade 1 has cosmopolitan distribution except
for Australia, Clade 2 is mainly found in Europe, South America and Asia, and Clade 3 had
only four sequences which were all from Europe (Figure 9).

Figure 9. Diversity and phylogeographic structure of FeMV based on L protein gene. A maximum-
likelihood tree reconstructed based on complete L protein gene alignment (6618 nt) is shown on the
left, which includes 186 virus sequences obtained from the GenBank. The tree is mid-point rooted.
Geographic locations (continent) for these virus strains are marked with different colors. The detailed
geographic distributions of each subtype are shown as pie charts on the right of the phylogenetic tree.

FBoV was often identified in the intestinal tract of cats and was suspected to be
associated with gastrointestinal signs [29,30]. To date, three FBoV genotypes have been
identified, namely, FBoV−1, FBoV−2 and FBoV−3. A total of 114 NS1 sequences were
analyzed and compared. Three types of FBoVs have been identified, including FBOV−1
(n = 74), FBoV−2 (n = 33) and FBoV−3 (n = 7) (Figure 10). The majority of the sequences
identified here were sampled in Asia (110/114), although strains from North America and
Europe have also been identified (4/114).
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Figure 10. Diversity and phylogeographic structure of FBoVs based on NS1 gene. Three maximum-
likelihood trees reconstructed based on complete NS1 gene alignments (2415 nt, 2394 nt and 2391 nt)
are shown, which include 74, 33 and 7 virus sequences obtained from the GenBank, respectively. The
trees are mid-point rooted. Geographic locations (continent) for these virus strains are marked with
different colors. The detailed geographic distributions of each subtype are shown as pie charts on the
right of the phylogenetic trees.

In addition to the common feline viruses above, we also investigated the diversity and
geographical distribution of less common or more recently discovered viruses. Interspecies
phylogenetic analyses reveal that several viral families, namely, Anelloviridae, Astroviridae
and Papillomaviridae, contain multiple virus species associated with cats, although no
obvious disease association has been identified. Indeed, most of the feline viruses were
identified from fecal samples, including FAstV [87], FNoV [24], FeCyCV [28], FeKoV [20],
FeChPV [31] and FePBV [88]. Other virus species were identified from samples such as from
blood (DCH [89] and FcaGHV−1 [19]) and the gut (FeBuV [27]). Furthermore, among these
newly identified viruses, FcaGHV−1 has been identified from more than three continents
despite their recent discovery, suggesting that latent or subclinical infections exist in a wide
range of cat populations worldwide (Figure 11).

3.3. Phylogeographic Structure Analysis

Phylogeographic structures were examined for a few feline virus species with relatively
large sample sizes, namely, FCV, FIV, FPV, FCoV, FeLV, FHV-1 and FFV. Based on Wilk’s
lambda, all seven viruses examined here had significant geographic structure (p < 0.001),
although the degree of such structuring varied between different virus species (Table 1).
Indeed, the differentiation of geographic groups is most obvious for FCoV, FeLV, FHV-1
and FFV but least obvious for FCV (Table 1). Similarly, DAPC scatter plots reveal clear
geographic structure for all viruses examined except for FCV, which shows substantial
mixing of virus diversity from different continents (Figure 12). In addition to FCV, there
are also clear indications within other viral species where strains from different continents
are indistinguishable (i.e., the mixing of North and South American strains in FIV and
European and Asian strains in FPV) (Figure 12), suggesting cross-continent transmissions
of the corresponding pathogens.
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Figure 11. Diversity and phylogeographic structure of other feline viruses based on their marker
genes/proteins. (A) Interspecific phylogenetic trees and (B) intraspecific phylogenetics were recon-
structed for less characterized cat virus species. The trees are mid-point rooted. The virus species’
name is labeled on the top of each tree. Geographic locations (continent) for these virus strains are
marked with different colors.

Table 1. The degree of geographic structure evaluated using Wilks’ lambda value.

Virus Wilks’ Lambda p-Value

FCV 0.63635 <0.001
FIV 0.06931 <0.001
FPV 0.00274 <0.001

FCoV 0.01490 <0.001
FeLV 0.02394 <0.001

FHV-1 0.02718 <0.001
FFV 0.01085 <0.001
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Figure 12. Discriminant analysis of principal components (DAPC) scatter plot of main feline viruses,
including FCV, FIV, FPV, FCoV, FeLV, FHV-1 and FFV. Different colors indicate virus strains of
different geographic regions. The y-axis and x-axis represent two principal discriminant components.

3.4. Time-Scale Phylogenies and Analysis of Evolutionary Rates

To reveal temporal and epidemiological characteristics of the feline viruses, we first
performed root-to-tip regression analysis, which shows that the temporal structures are
poor for most of the viral species (Figure 13A), and therefore we only performed time-scaled
evolutionary analyses for those with R > 0. Two approaches (i.e., TreeTime and LSD) were
used for evolutionary rate and tMRCA estimations, and they generated consistent results
for the five viruses examined here (Figure 13B,C and Table S2). The evolutionary rate sig-
nificantly varied among different virus species. Among these, FCV and FCoV Type II have
the fastest evolutionary rate, at a median of 6.71 × 10−4 (CI 4.57 × 10−4–7.89 × 10−4) and
2.778 × 10−4 (CI 9.33 × 10−5–6.50 × 10−4) substitutions/site/year based on LSD method,
and 7.82× 10−4 (CI 6.92× 10−4–8.72× 10−4) and 9.25× 10−4 (CI 8.65× 10−4–9.85× 10−4) sub-
stitutions/site/year based on TreeTime method. Despite the fast evolutionary rate, the tMRCA
for current FCV diversity was traced back to 1449 (CI 1381–1517) and
1428 (CI 1160–1516) using TreeTime and LSD methods, respectively, suggesting the early
emergence of the FCV. Furthermore, the lowest evolutionary rate was estimated for FPV, an



Viruses 2023, 15, 1338 15 of 22

ssDNA virus, which has 4.11× 10−5 (CI 2.11× 10−5–6.11× 10−5) substitutions/site/year and
5.29× 10−5 (CI 2.95× 10−5–6.29× 10−5) using TreeTime and LSD approaches, respectively.

Figure 13. Evolutionary analysis. (A) Regression of root-to-tip genetic distance against the year
of sampling for several feline viruses. Black indicates a linear regression line. (B) Estimates of
evolutionary parameters (substitution rate and tMRCA) for feline viruses via TreeTime software
(version 0.8.6). (C) Estimates of evolutionary parameters (substitution rate and tMRCA) for feline
viruses via LSD software (version 0.3beta).

3.5. Recombination Analysis

We assessed recombination frequencies for different viral species by comparing phylo-
genies reconstructed based on the first and last 2000 bp of the full-length genomes, which
included FCV, FCoV, FFV, FPV, FeLV and FeMV. Correlation coefficiency estimations based
on patristic distances (i.e., genetic distance derived from the maximum likelihood phyloge-
netic trees) revealed relatively greater phylogenetic incongruence for FPV, FCoV, FCV and FFV
(Pearson’s coefficient < 0.8) and therefore higher recombination rates for these viruses
(Figure 14). Strikingly, the coefficient for FPV was as low as 0.153 (p = 0.067), suggesting
extremely frequent genomic exchange between diverse FPV genomes. Similarly, low recom-
bination rates were inferred for FeMV and FeLV, which had highly congruent phylogenetic
structures between the 5′ and 3′ ends of their genomes (i.e., coefficient > 0.8) (Figure 14).
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Figure 14. Recombination analyses of representative cat virus species. For each species, phylogenies
based on the 5′-end and 3′-end of genomes are reconstructed and compared for potential signs of
phylogenetic incongruence. The incongruence is measured by Pearson’s correlation coefficient shown
on the bottom of the trees, which reflects the recombination frequency for this specific virus.

4. Discussion

In this study, we obtained a thorough collection of sequence data associated with
viruses infecting cats. We revealed, for each of the viruses, the most comprehensive
diversity described to date. Specifically, our data set has greatly expanded the knowledge
on the diversity of FCV [75,90–93], FPV [4,94–96], FCoV [69,97–99], FIV [60,61,100–102]
and FeLV [8,103–106], such that in-depth analyses of feline viruses from across the globe
could be performed. From there, we gained important insight into the global distribution,
geographic spread pattern, evolutionary time-scale and recombination frequencies of these
viruses. Generally, a larger diversity and wider distribution are described for the majority
of viral species. Nevertheless, the diversity depicted here was by no means all-inclusive
for these viruses. This is because the global sampling was largely uneven, with more
diversity revealed for developed countries than for developing ones. Indeed, the number
of sequences collected from African countries was substantially smaller than those from
Asia (mainly China and Japan), European, and North American countries. Furthermore,
viruses with low pathogenicity or less clinical impact, namely, TTFV, FFV, FePV, FePBV,
FeCyCV and FePaV, contained fewer sequences and poorer geographical representation,
most likely due to lack of surveillance from “targeted sequencing”. The global prevalence
of these viruses is expected to be much higher, given that many cause subclinical or latent
infections in cats.

Despite the global distribution of feline viruses, before this study, there was a lack of
an overview of how they spread across the globe. This study revealed two distinct types of
geographic structure: a few viruses or viral lineages showed geographical panmixes that
features the dissemination of closely related virus over a long distance, whereas the others
are more geographically contained. It is still unclear what causes the rapid transmission
of cat viruses across the globe. One possibility is the long-distance transportation of
pets [107–110]. Alternatively, the involvement of contaminated fomite or a secondary host
could not be ruled out. Regardless, poor geographic structure and rapid long-distance
distribution were mostly observed in FCV, which was a respiratory pathogen with frequent
outbreaks of highly transmissible viral strains [76,111–113], implying that the mode of viral
transmission might be a key contributor to the rapid spread of viral pathogens globally.
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Our study revealed evolutionary rate and tMRCA estimations for a few RNA viruses
(i.e., FCV, FCoV), retroviruses (i.e., FFV) and ssDNA viruses (i.e., FBoV and FPV). Our
estimations of the median evolutionary rate of FCV were 7.82 × 10−4, which was much
lower than a related virus, human norovirus, at 4.16 × 10−3 substitution/site/year [114]
but similar to that of rabbit calicivirus at 7.7 × 10−4 substitution/site/year [115]. The rate
estimation for FCoV and FPV was 9.25 × 10−4 and 4.11 × 10−5 substitution/site/year, which
was similar to previous estimations for FPV [116] and coronavirus (e.g., SARS-CoV-2) [117] at
9.4× 10−5 and 1.69× 10−3 substitution/site/year, respectively. Accordingly, the estimation
for tMRCA revealed that the FCV was circulating in the global cat population for at least
750 years, whereas FFV for only 90 years. Nevertheless, caution must be taken in interpreting
tMRCA for FFV because the sample size obtained thus far is very limited, and it may
not reflect the true diversity of the virus, and therefore the tMRCA might be massively
under-estimated. Furthermore, our results also revealed poor temporal structure for a
number of viruses, including FIV, FeLV and FHV-1. This is expected because these viruses,
all of which are retroviruses or DNA viruses, have a slow evolutionary rate such that their
time-scales are unlikely to be inferred from contemporary sampled sequences [117].

Recombination is an important driving force of evolutionary diversity and has been
frequently reported for positive sense RNA viruses and DNA viruses [118]. In our study,
the highest recombination rate was observed for FPV, which is a ssDNA virus. Although
FPV has a low evolutionary rate, its recombination rate is high and is the main driving force
of its genetic diversity, as expected for other ssDNA viruses [116]. For RNA viruses, the
highest recombination rates were observed in FCoV and FCV, belonging to Coronaviridae
and Caliciviridae, respectively, both of which were among the RNA viruses families with
the highest recombination rates [118]. Indeed, the recombination hotspot of FCV is located
at the breakpoint between the nonstructural protein coding region (Open reading frame
1(ORF 1)) and the structural protein coding region (ORF 2) [119]. Whereas that of FCoV
is also located between the structural (Spike) and nonstructural (ORF1b) proteins [120].
Furthermore, it has also been reported that the Type II FCoV sequence originated from re-
combination of the Type II CCoV sequence and the Type I FCoV sequence [121], suggesting
recombination as a common mechanism that drives the evolutionary diversity of positive
sense RNA viruses in general.

5. Conclusions

In summary, our study performed an all-inclusive sequence collection from the Gen-
Bank and comprehensive phylodynamic analyses for 25 feline virus species. Our results
revealed, for the first time, a global diversity much larger than previously depicted, based
on which we further characterized the geographic expansion patterns, temporal dynamics
and recombination frequencies of these viruses. Importantly, the representative sequence
data set obtained here forms a knowledge basis for cat virus diversity, evolution and epi-
demiology, and they could be used as reference data sets or diversity backbones for future
surveillance work.
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94. Koç, B.T.; Oğuzoğlu, T.Ç. The Investigation of Feline Parvoviruses (FPVs) into Two Different Phylogenetic Lineages in Turkey. J.
Appl. Biol. Sci. 2016, 10, 4–7.

95. Li, X.; Wu, H.; Wang, L.; Spibey, N.; Liu, C.; Ding, H.; Liu, W.; Liu, Y.; Tian, K. Genetic Characterization of Parvoviruses in
Domestic Cats in Henan Province, China. Transbound. Emerg. Dis. 2018, 65, 1429–1435. [CrossRef]

96. Tucciarone, C.M.; Franzo, G.; Legnardi, M.; Lazzaro, E.; Zoia, A.; Petini, M.; Furlanello, T.; Caldin, M.; Cecchinato, M.; Drigo,
M. Genetic Insights into Feline Parvovirus: Evaluation of Viral Evolutionary Patterns and Association between Phylogeny and
Clinical Variables. Viruses 2021, 13, 1033. [CrossRef]

97. Dye, C.; Siddell, S.G. Genomic RNA Sequence of Feline Coronavirus Strain FCoV C1Je. J. Feline Med. Surg. 2007, 9, 202–213.
[CrossRef]

98. Li, C.; Liu, Q.; Kong, F.; Guo, D.; Zhai, J.; Su, M.; Sun, D. Circulation and Genetic Diversity of Feline Coronavirus Type I and II
from Clinically Healthy and FIP-Suspected Cats in China. Transbound. Emerg. Dis. 2019, 66, 763–775. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.3390/v13102040
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34696470
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11262-013-1005-0
https://doi.org/10.1099/vir.0.82488-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tvjl.2014.05.027
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24923754
https://doi.org/10.1292/jvms.19-0238
https://doi.org/10.3390/v11121155
https://doi.org/10.1099/0022-1317-75-11-3107
https://doi.org/10.1006/viro.1998.9232
https://doi.org/10.3390/v11040359
https://doi.org/10.1177/0300985820948820
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32830605
https://doi.org/10.3390/v11020146
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30744110
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.meegid.2017.07.006
https://doi.org/10.3390/v10050269
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.virusres.2011.12.008
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1025772409539
https://doi.org/10.1136/vr.103446
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26811440
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.vetmic.2015.10.015
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26711049
https://doi.org/10.1111/tbed.13014
https://doi.org/10.3390/v13061033
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfms.2006.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1111/tbed.13081


Viruses 2023, 15, 1338 22 of 22

99. An, D.-J.; Jeong, W.; Jeoung, H.-Y.; Yoon, S.H.; Kim, H.-J.; Park, J.-Y.; Park, B.-K. Phylogenetic Analysis of Feline Panleukopenia
Virus (FPLV) Strains in Korean Cats. Res. Vet. Sci. 2011, 90, 163–167. [CrossRef]

100. Teixeira, B.M.; Logan, N.; Cruz, J.C.M.; Reis, J.K.P.; Brandão, P.E.; Richtzenhain, L.J.; Hagiwara, M.K.; Willett, B.J.; Hosie, M.J.
Genetic Diversity of Brazilian Isolates of Feline Immunodeficiency Virus. Arch. Virol. 2010, 155, 379–384. [CrossRef]

101. Ravi, M.; Wobeser, G.A.; Taylor, S.M.; Jackson, M.L. Naturally Acquired Feline Immunodeficiency Virus (FIV) Infection in Cats
from Western Canada: Prevalence, Disease Associations, and Survival Analysis. Can. Vet. J. 2010, 51, 271–276.

102. Roukaerts, I.D.M. Phylogenetic Analysis of Feline Immunodeficiency Virus Strains from Naturally Infected Cats in Belgium and
The Netherlands. Virus Res. 2015, 196, 30–36. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

103. Ortega, C.; Valencia, A.C.; Duque-Valencia, J.; Ruiz-Saenz, J. Prevalence and Genomic Diversity of Feline Leukemia Virus in
Privately Owned and Shelter Cats in Aburrá Valley, Colombia. Viruses 2020, 12, 464. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

104. Miyake, A.; Watanabe, S.; Hiratsuka, T.; Ito, J.; Ngo, M.H.; Makundi, I.; Kawasaki, J.; Endo, Y.; Tsujimoto, H.; Nishigaki, K. Novel
Feline Leukemia Virus Interference Group Based on the Env Gene. J. Virol. 2016, 90, 4832–4837. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

105. Makundi, I.; Koshida, Y.; Kuse, K.; Hiratsuka, T.; Ito, J.; Baba, T.; Watanabe, S.; Kawamura, M.; Odahara, Y.; Miyake, A.; et al.
Epidemiologic Survey of Feline Leukemia Virus in Domestic Cats on Tsushima Island, Japan: Management Strategy for Tsushima
Leopard Cats. J. Vet. Diagn. Investig. 2017, 29, 889–895. [CrossRef]

106. Coelho, F.M.; Bomfim, M.R.Q.; de Andrade Caxito, F.; Ribeiro, N.A.; Luppi, M.M.; Costa, É.A.; Oliveira, M.E.; Da Fonseca, F.G.;
Resende, M. Naturally Occurring Feline Leukemia Virus Subgroup A and B Infections in Urban Domestic Cats. J. Gen. Virol. 2008,
89, 2799–2805. [CrossRef]

107. Lauzi, S.; Stranieri, A.; Giordano, A.; Luzzago, C.; Zehender, G.; Paltrinieri, S.; Ebranati, E. Origin and Transmission of Feline
Coronavirus Type I in Domestic Cats from Northern Italy: A Phylogeographic Approach. Vet. Microbiol. 2020, 244, 108667.
[CrossRef]

108. Myrrha, L.W.; Silva, F.M.F.; Vidigal, P.M.P.; Resende, M.; Bressan, G.C.; Fietto, J.L.R.; Santos, M.R.; Silva, L.M.N.; Assao, V.S.; Nior,
A.S.-J.; et al. Feline Coronavirus Isolates from a Part of Brazil: Insights into Molecular Epidemiology and Phylogeny Inferred from
the 7b Gene. J. Vet. Med. Sci. 2019, 81, 1455–1460. [CrossRef]

109. Cano-Ortiz, L.; Junqueira, D.M.; Comerlato, J.; Costa, C.S.; Zani, A.; Duda, N.B.; Tochetto, C.; dos Santos, R.N.; da Costa,
F.V.A.; Roehe, P.M.; et al. Phylodynamics of the Brazilian Feline Immunodeficiency Virus. Infect. Genet. Evol. 2017, 55, 166–171.
[CrossRef]

110. Pedersen, N.C. A Review of Feline Infectious Peritonitis Virus Infection: 1963–2008. J. Feline Med. Surg. 2009, 11, 225–258.
[CrossRef]

111. Drummond, A.; Pybus, O.G.; Rambaut, A. Inference of Viral Evolutionary Rates from Molecular Sequences. Adv. Parasitol. 2003,
54, 331–358.

112. Abd-Eldaim, M.; Potgieter, L.; Kennedy, M. Genetic Analysis of Feline Caliciviruses Associated with a Hemorrhagic-Like Disease.
J. Vet. Diagn. Investig. 2005, 17, 420–429. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

113. Foley, J.; Hurley, K.; Pesavento, P.A.; Poland, A.; Pedersen, N.C. Virulent Systemic Feline Calicivirus Infection: Local Cytokine
Modulation and Contribution of Viral Mutants. J. Feline Med. Surg. 2006, 8, 55–61. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

114. De Graaf, M.; Van Beek, J.; Koopmans, M.P.G. Human Norovirus Transmission and Evolution in a Changing World. Nat. Rev.
Microbiol. 2016, 14, 421–433. [CrossRef]

115. Jahnke, M.; Holmes, E.C.; Kerr, P.J.; Wright, J.D.; Strive, T. Evolution and Phylogeography of the Nonpathogenic Calicivirus
RCV-A1 in Wild Rabbits in Australia. J. Virol. 2010, 84, 12397–12404. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

116. Shackelton, L.A.; Parrish, C.R.; Truyen, U.; Holmes, E.C. High Rate of Viral Evolution Associated with the Emergence of Carnivore
Parvovirus. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 2005, 102, 379–384. [CrossRef]

117. Boni, M.F.; Lemey, P.; Jiang, X.; Lam, T.T.-Y.; Perry, B.W.; Castoe, T.A.; Rambaut, A.; Robertson, D.L. Evolutionary Origins of
the SARS-CoV-2 Sarbecovirus Lineage Responsible for the COVID-19 Pandemic. Nat. Microbiol. 2020, 5, 1408–1417. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

118. Duffy, S.; Shackelton, L.A.; Holmes, E.C. Rates of Evolutionary Change in Viruses: Patterns and Determinants. Nat. Rev. Genet.
2008, 9, 267–276. [CrossRef]

119. Symes, S.J.; Job, N.; Ficorilli, N.; Hartley, C.A.; Browning, G.F.; Gilkerson, J.R. Novel Assay to Quantify Recombination in a
Calicivirus. Vet. Microbiol. 2015, 177, 25–31. [CrossRef]

120. Lai, M.M.C. RNA Recombination in Animal and Plant Viruses. Microbiol. Rev. 1992, 56, 61–79. [CrossRef]
121. Terada, Y.; Matsui, N.; Noguchi, K.; Kuwata, R.; Shimoda, H.; Soma, T.; Mochizuki, M.; Maeda, K. Emergence of Pathogenic

Coronaviruses in Cats by Homologous Recombination between Feline and Canine Coronaviruses. PLoS ONE 2014, 9, e106534.
[CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rvsc.2010.05.010
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00705-009-0587-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.virusres.2014.10.023
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25449575
https://doi.org/10.3390/v12040464
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32325926
https://doi.org/10.1128/JVI.03229-15
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26889025
https://doi.org/10.1177/1040638717725551
https://doi.org/10.1099/vir.0.2008/003855-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.vetmic.2020.108667
https://doi.org/10.1292/jvms.19-0090
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.meegid.2017.09.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfms.2008.09.008
https://doi.org/10.1177/104063870501700503
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16312232
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfms.2005.08.002
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16213763
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrmicro.2016.48
https://doi.org/10.1128/JVI.00777-10
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20861266
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0406765102
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41564-020-0771-4
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32724171
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrg2323
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.vetmic.2015.02.017
https://doi.org/10.1128/mr.56.1.61-79.1992
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0106534

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Collection of Feline Virus Sequences and Information 
	Data Processing and Sequence Alignment 
	Phylogenetic Analyses 
	Analyses of Phylogeographic Structures 
	Analyses of Temporal Structure, Evolutionary Rate and Estimating Time to the Most Recent Common Ancestor (tMRCA) 
	Analyses of Genomic Recombination 

	Results 
	Overview of Feline Viruses around the World 
	Phylogenetic Analysis 
	Phylogeographic Structure Analysis 
	Time-Scale Phylogenies and Analysis of Evolutionary Rates 
	Recombination Analysis 

	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

