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Cat numbers in the U.S. 
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75-95 million pet cats (85% sterilized)
30-80 million community cats (~ 2% sterilized)
< 5% are in colonies 



Management tools should be thoughtfully 
chosen 
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Structured decisions about actions to reduce wildlife 
mortality require a quantitative evidence base…Future 
specific management decisions, both in the United 
States and globally, must be further informed by fine 
scale research that allows analysis of population 
responses to cats and assessment of the success of 
particular management actions.



Goals of cat management 

• Resolve complaints 
• Return lost cats to their owners
• Find new homes for cats that need them
• Protect the welfare of cats
• Reduce harm caused by cats

• To wildlife 
• To public health

• Reduce the number of free roaming cats overall 
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Harm reduction 

• Recognizes that imperfect but 
effective strategies can have 
greater benefit than 
hypothetically preferred but 
realistically unattainable 
outcomes

• E.g. clean needle exchange for IV 
drug users, access to birth 
control for teens 

5



Historical pathways
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Return to owner

Adoption

Humane euthanasia

Suffering, painful death 
and/or causing 

unacceptable problems or 
risks out in the community



“Aha” moment



Underlying problem 

Wait, what’s 
happening here?



You’re doing what now?

City Animal Care and Control workers 
still will pick up feral cats when they 
receive complaints or spot roamers in 
neighborhoods. But instead of taking 
the cats to a shelter…the cats are 
spayed or neutered, their ears clipped 
for identification purposes and a 
microchip is inserted under their skin so 
they can be tracked. Once the animals 
recover from surgery, they are returned 
back to where they were found. 



No surprise here



It might not seem like 
a logical answer at 
first, but 
Jacksonville's animal 
care organizations say 
the best way to 
reduce the number of 
feral cats is to keep 
them alive.

But really? 



Let’s try that in California 

. San Jose's animal shelter is among the first in the 
country to try a new approach to dealing with feral 
and stray cats. Instead of euthanizing those that 
aren't adoptable, the shelter spays or neuters 
them and releases them back to the vacant lot or 
back alley from which they came.

(The shelter director) said the shelter and 
Audubon Society ultimately have the same goal: to 
see fewer feral and stray cats in the world. Over 
time, with enough cooperation from people, the 
trap-and-release method will work, he said. The 
alternative is to continue euthanizing cats that 
don't have owners, a policy that's shown limited 
results, he said



New pathway
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Return to owner

Adoption

Humane euthanasia

Suffering and/or causing 
unacceptable problems or 
risks out in the community

Return to Field/SNR

Hmm…



It worked! 



Not a fluke



Why?

Removals brought about a drastic reduction
in pack size and a corresponding decrease in density. 
However, both pack size and density
rebounded to pre-removal levels within 8 months post-
removal. ..Accounting for both changes in prey abundance 
and coyote density, litter size was significantly related to 
total prey abundance/coyote. With increasing prey and 
reduced coyote density, mean litter size doubled in the 
removal area compared to pre-removal levels.



17

R

RT



18

R

RT



19

RT



20

R

RT



The truth about carrying capacity

“Contrary to expectation, the relative abundance and 
activity of feral cats increased in the cull-sites, even 
though the numbers of cats captured per unit effort 
during the culling period declined. Increases in 
minimum numbers of cats known to be alive ranged 
from 75% to 211% during the culling period, 
compared with pre- and post-cull estimates.”



Ouch!



Benefits of spay/neuter return versus removal 
of feral cats 
• Reduces crowding, illness and 

euthanasia in shelters
• Reduces feline birth and 

translocation with associated 
risks 

• Addresses the source of many 
nuisance complaints 

• Stabilizes community cat 
populations more effectively 
than other available tools 
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What about friendly cats?

• Originally adoption was 
preferred over RTF where 
capacity existed

• Adoptive homes saved for cats 
that can’t go back

• Provide “Fates better than 
death” only for those that 
exceed adoption capacity 
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But remember this?
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Return to owner

Adoption

Humane euthanasia

Suffering, painful death 
and/or causing 

unacceptable problems or 
risks out in the community



One difference between cats and dogs
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Another difference between cats and dogs
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Fewer than 
1 in 10 lost 

cats 
recovered 
by a call or 

visit to a 
shelter

~ 1 in 3 lost 
dogs 

recovered 
by a call or 

visit to a 
shelter



2012 survey 

• Random digit dialed national 
survey of > 1,000 households

• 15% of households had lost a cat
• Of those, 75% were found

• 1/54 by visit to shelter
• 48/54 by returning on their own or 

searching neighborhood
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Not a fluke

.

“Of the cats that were found alive, the vast 
majority were found outside (83%). This was 
followed by the option offered as ‘cat being 
found inside someone else’s house’ (11%), 
inside the house where they lived (4%), and 
inside a public building (2%), therefore less than 
2% of found
cats were in a shelter or municipal animal 
facility.”



Uneven impact 

30Weiss, E., et al. (2012). "Frequency of Lost Dogs and Cats in the United States and the Methods Used to Locate Them." Animals(2): 301-315.



Return to Field Owner

• Return to field for friendly healthy 
lost cats can bypass the mismatch 
in timing, search methods, 
transport barriers and cultural 
expectations that prevent lost cats 
from getting reclaimed from 
shelters 

• Spay/neuter/vaccination improves 
cat health and decreases roaming 
for cats whose owners might not 
have the wherewithal to bring 
them in for those services 
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Another difference between cats and dogs
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“There was one cat 
that kept coming 

back smelling of ladies’ 
perfume and they used our 
device to track it down to a 

neighbour’s house.”

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-2340714/The-
Secret-Life-Cat-What-mischievous-moggies-gets-owners-
backs.html

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-2340714/The-Secret-Life-Cat-What-mischievous-moggies-gets-owners-backs.html


Not all who wander are lost
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Uneven impact

• 1 in 6 people in America live in 
poverty

• 1 in 5 people in America speak a 
language other than English at 
home

• Cultural norms and expectations 
as well as access to services can 
vary

• > 90% of people in underserved 
communities have never been to 
a shelter at all 
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Theory

• Most pets in disadvantaged 
communities adopted from a 
source other than a shelter

• Return to field for friendly, 
healthy pet cats can close the 
loop on sterilization and 
vaccination for cats already 
“adopted” from another source

• Open doors for further 
education and risk mitigation  
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HSUS Pets for Life Report 2014

3% from shelter 
or rescue

55% from family, 
friends, neighbors



Practice
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“Prior to the CCP, 
Star would have 
joined hundreds 

of other cats 
sitting in cages at 

the shelter, 
waiting for her 

family to find her. 
If she wasn’t 

picked up, she’d 
be put up for 

adoption…”

“Star is the light of 
Mayra’s life. The 
snowy-white cat 
has lived more 
than 10 years in 
her Texas home, 
but one day 
someone in the 
neighborhood saw 
Star outside, 
scooped her up 
and brought her to 
the nearest 
shelter.”



Return to Field Home
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“Instead, thanks to the 
community cat 
program, Star was 
examined by 
veterinary staff, 
vaccinated and spayed. 
After recovering from 
surgery overnight and 
the next day, Sarah 
and Marla loaded Star 
into the CCP van and 
returned her back to 
the address where she 
was originally found.

“That’s when Mayra found 
out that Star wasn’t gone for 

good, but she was right there 
and happy to be home. 

Bursting into tears when Star 
was handed to her, Mayra 
was not only overjoyed to 

have her 11-year-old cat back 
safe at home, but she wanted 

to help other cats.”



New understanding
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Return to owner

Adoption

Humane euthanasia

Suffering and/or causing 
unacceptable problems or 
risks out in the community

Return to Field/SNR



Bonus result of robust RTF/TNR diversion 

• No statewide requirement for 
healthy cat intake

• California cat stray holding law 
states “no cat shall be killed before 
72 hours”

• RTF/TNR diversion can minimize 
time in shelter 

• Lower density = lower costs, more 
care, better housing, lower disease 
risks, better odds for those that do 
need shelter care

79 days later…





The right tool for the job

• TNR diversion or RTF for most 
healthy unowned cats1

• Healthy feral cats to stabilize 
populations in the community and 
limit euthanasia at the shelter 

• Healthy friendly stray/free 
roaming cats to maximize 
spayed/neutered/vaccinated cats 
reunited with their families 

• As an avenue to open doors with 
community members who would 
not otherwise go to the shelter

• Shelter pathway for pet cats and 
social kittens needing new 
homes1 and: 

• Unhealthy stray/free roaming cats 
(sick/injured/poor body condition)

• Cruelty, abuse and neglect cases
• Interventions for significant 

nuisance situations/public health 
or wildlife risk

• As an avenue to open doors with 
community members and 
encourage engagement with the 
shelter 

41

1When pet safety net/home to home options are not appropriate 
1 Ideally bypassing the shelter or with minimal length of stay



Planning 
pathways



When should feral stray cats exit the RTF 
superhighway? 
• Exigent/new risk at point of origin 
• Significant current health issue 

requiring ongoing monitoring and 
intervention to prevent suffering 

• Significant nuisance/environmental 
issue (usually associated with 
colonies)

• Proactively recruit working cat 
homes for these exceptions 

• Recognize the risks of relocation



When should friendly stray cats exit the RTF 
superhighway?
• Efforts already made to reunite the 

cat in the neighborhood of origin 
• Post, scan, social media, talk to 

neighbors
• Develop consistent intake 

prescreening process – train public to 
call first

• Evidence that the cat is lost or 
abandoned versus indoor/outdoor 
pet

• Length of time/consistency of sighting
• Body condition and health

• In conjunction with robust, cat-
specific RTO shelter programs
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When should feral-ish kittens exit the RTF 
superhighway?
• Resources for socialization are 

exceeded (shelter, foster, finder)
• Kittens are beyond socialization 

window and in good body 
condition 

• Make extra efforts to ensure 
safety at the point of return 

• DO vaccinate for rabies 
• And try to TNR mom! 



The bottom line

• No intervention realistically available is sufficient to completely 
eliminate cats from U.S. communities, but a thoughtful approach 
tailored to the needs of the situation will permit solutions that 
balance the needs of wildlife, public health, community members and 
each individual cat to the greatest possible extent. Using the right tool 
for the job maximizes the chances that cats that have homes will be 
reunited with their families, cats that need new homes will be 
successfully adopted out, community cats can go on thriving without 
reproducing, and cat populations and associated risks and harms will 
be reduced on a community-wide basis. 
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Yes, but…
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Should we still RTF 
friendlies when we know 

we could find them a 
home?

How can we best 
control feline 

retroviruses (FeLV, 
FIV) through TNR?

How long 
should we hold 

cats before 
return to field?

Won’t it be 
too cold here 
in the winter 
for the cats? 

What about 
rabies or other 
public health 

concerns?

Do we really have to 
have people bring 

them in to the shelter? 
What about just 

sending cats to TNR? 

What if people 
really don’t want 

the cats back? 

We can’t help but 
worry. Are you sure 

they’ll be ok?

Sounds great but 
we don’t have the 
funds - what can 

we do?

What about 
cat 

abandonment, 
licensing or 
leash laws? 



Questions? 
• sheltermedicine@ucdavis.edu
• info@millioncatchallenge.org
• ICMA Guide to Community Cat Management: 

http://www.animalsheltering.org/resources/all-
topics/cats/managing-community-cats.html
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MORE 
questions?

www.sheltermedicine.com sheltermedicine@ucdavis.edu www.millioncatchallenge.org

mailto:sheltermedicine@ucdavis.edu
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What about a friendly, healthy, altered cat 
without identification that is brought in by a 

person who saw it in their neighborhood, put 
it in a crate and brought it to a shelter? No 
"trap" involved, and no risk of euthanasia –

we have plenty of adopters these days. 



What to do about friendly cats?
• Develop pre-intake screening and 

intake process that helps identify 
truly abandoned from 
indoor/outdoor pet or community 
cats

• Social behavior increases 
probability that cat is owned/semi-
owned

• Kittens: err on side of adoption if 
adoption is not a limiting factor at 
shelter 

• Adult cats: err on side of return if 
no exigent risk
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Direct education
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Free roaming ≠ un-loved
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“Burrell had eight cats at home. And he 
would wander the streets and 
alleyways, sometimes after midnight, 
looking for others to help. He gave them 
names like Smoke-a-Dope, Ooka
Nooka, Sparkle Treadwell, Bubbles, 
False Face, Short Body, Squirrel and 
Weasel. In a spiral-bound notebook, he 
meticulously documented each cat’s 
history and medical issues.”

Arthur Burrell

http://www.animalsheltering.org/resources/magazine/mar-apr-2015/were-thankful-for-arthur.html

http://www.animalsheltering.org/resources/magazine/mar-apr-2015/were-thankful-for-arthur.html


Local TNR and rescue 
allies are afraid that it 

is too cold for the 
cats around here. Any 

advice?



Survivors

“there is no apparent relationship between 
estimates of feral cats and latitude or 
January temperature in southern Canada 
(Table 2), and feral cat numbers may be 
significant in parts of Alaska”

Blancher, P. (2013). "Estimated Number of Birds Killed by House Cats (Felis catus) 
in Canada." Avian Conservation and Ecology 8(2).



How can we protect cats from the cold? 
• Open lines of communication to 

advise on food and shelter
• Access to sterilization most of the 

year
• Cats that are trapped and not 

freezing have something worked 
out

• Special precautions when 
unusually cold for your area
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Cold weather RTF 
• Discourage trapping when weather 

is unusually cold for your region 
• Keep surgical shave small
• Recover cats in climate-controlled 

environment immediately post 
surgery

• Return promptly unless unusually 
severe weather (24-48 hours male, 
24-72 hours female)

• Ok to keep up to 2-6 weeks if you 
absolutely must 
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Plenty of precedent
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We do return to field and have 
saved close to 1,000 cat lives over 
the past three years. The shelter 
we work with requires that the 

cats are combo tested. Would you 
recommend continuing this 

practice? 



Model 1
No sterilization

No testing

Model 2
Sterilize 1,000 

Remove FeLV+

Model 3
Sterilize 2,000 

No testing

Percent FeLV+ 4% 4% 4%
Adults sterilized 0 1000 2000
Adults left intact 2000 1000 0
FeLV+ euthanized 0 40 0
Adults left FeLV+ 80 40 80
Kittens born 6000 2880 0
FeLV+ kittens (75%) 180 86 0
Total FeLV+ cats 260 126 80

Mass sterilization controls both kitten births and spread of FeLV/FIV



If rabies vaccines are only 
licensed for one year, how can 

we allay our Health 
Department’s concern about 

return to field?



Rabies protection
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“Complete protection 
was observed after 
more than 3 years 
following a single 

vaccination.”



Rabies protection
• Intervet rabies USDA licensing 

trial
• 25 12-week-old kittens received 

single vaccine
• Titers maintained and resisted 

challenge after 4 years
• 14/15 control kittens developed 

rabies after challenge
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Rabies protection 

• Use 3 year labeled 
vaccine for all cats 

• Offer free boosters
• Invest in community 

immunity 
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(Also remember removal does not eliminate 
risk)
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How long can and 
should cats be held 
prior to return to 

field? 



Holding time for RTF
• Ideally, admit day 1, surgery day 

2, release day 3
• Longer holds if extra recovery 

time required, inclement 
weather 

• Balance recovery time with stress 
of confinement

• If you must, release after 2-6 
weeks confinement has been 
documented

68

Processing as a 
community cat shall be 

exempt from the 3 
business day 

impoundment period. 



Sure, return to field is better than 
euthanasia, but even a short stay in the 
shelter is stressful and the cats take up 

space we could really use for the ones that 
need to be here. Is there any way to bypass 

the shelter entirely? 



Diversion to TNR
• Encourage diversion to TNR 

program for healthy free roaming 
cats

• Minimizes time cats spend in 
confinement 

• Finder typically returns to collect 
cat 

• Bypasses legal/policy constraints 
and holding periods

• Reserves shelter space for sick, 
injured, neglected and owner 
surrendered cats
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Healthy cats ‘found’ outside should not be 
admitted to the shelter but rather taken to a 
spay/neuter program and returned to their 
home location where they were found. This 

goes for cats who are unsocialized to 
humans as well as for cats who seem social 

and/or friendly

https://www.young-williams.org/spay-neuter-solutions/community-cat-
program/community-cat-diversion-faq/#question-community-cat-program

https://www.young-williams.org/spay-neuter-solutions/community-cat-program/community-cat-diversion-faq/#question-community-cat-program


Double check messaging
• Consider what’s on your website, 

front door, front desk
• Train frontline staff to deliver 

message with conviction
• Make TNR at least as easy and 

cheap as shelter admission
• Always allow exceptions for high 

risk/high nuisance situations 
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Shaping the path…

“Local governments…changed their local ordinances to eliminate leash and 
confinement laws for cats and to update language to support community cat 

programs. This change caused a major shift in how animal control responds to calls 
for cat situation. They will no longer pick up healthy stray cats and patrons are 

instructed to put them back or bring them to the shelter themselves (they are also 
told about the community cat program and that the cat will likely be returned). 
This has caused a huge reduction in cat intakes at our shelter which has helped 
contribute to our substantial reduction in cat euthanasia.” (Carly Scholten, The 

Animal Foundation, Las Vegas)



…with huge results 

Intake Euthanasia RTF TNR



How do you handle the 
situations when people 
bring cats to the shelter 
and are emphatic that 

they don't want the cats 
back?



Remember the racoon 
• Identify and solve the 

actual problem
• Educate about deterrents 
• Offer help with solutions
• Give it time

• Not appropriate for every 
situation

• Save barn and working cat 
homes for those that really 
need it

https://www.edmonton.ca/residential_neighb
ourhoods/PDF/Cat_Deterrents.pdf

https://www.edmonton.ca/residential_neighbourhoods/PDF/Cat_Deterrents.pdf


Communicate with confidence and calm

During the first several months of the 
program, animal control officers and 
intake desk staff told people dropping 
off nuisance cats that the cats would 
be sterilized and returned. This 
resulted in many heated discussions 
and complaints from citizens. So, JACPS 
decided to take cats in and gather the 
needed information without getting 
into the specifics about what would 
happen next. This policy has resulted in 
far fewer complaints and less stress for 
the staff involved.



I know you say Return to Field actually 
reduces the number that are roaming 
around and at risk, but I can’t get past 
the worry that we’re just putting them 
back out to be hit by cars or eaten by 

coyotes. Do you have any data on 
what actually happens to the cats 

once they are returned? 



Will they be ok?

• The shelter received again 185 (1.8%) dead on arrival, of 
the 10,080 SNR cats, identified by microchip, who had 
previously been through the SNR program.

• The number of dead cats picked up on the street 
declined 20% from 1,629 in CY 2009 to 1,308 in FY 2014
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Open doors for conversations about risk 
mitigation
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Putting things into perspective 
• Total cats out and about = 50-100 

million
• Cats admitted to shelters = ~ 3 

million
• ~ 9,000/day = < .02% or < 1 in 

5000
• Reduce risk by focusing on cats in 

the community

36%

54%

7%
3%

Shelter and community cat dynamics, 
United States

Outdoor pet cats Outdoor community cats

Cats impounded and released alive Cats impounded and euthanized
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Ok, we’re sold. But we don’t have the 
funds for this and we’ve struck out on 

grant opportunities. Do you have other 
ideas for how we can fund this 

sustainably? 



Paying for return to field
• Evaluate your contracts –

should cover cost of live 
outcome

• Consider what services are 
currently free that could have 
fee added or be dis-continued 
to reallocate resources/reduce 
intake

• Be efficient – short LOS and 
focus on key services only 

• Work into surgery schedule 
before kitten season hits 

83



Payoff over time
Our cost to care for a cat is about $200, and our cost to s/n is 
$67. We also take in 3,000 fewer cats per year since the program 
began. We never added extra money for this, we just shifted 
costs by moving the qualifying cats through the shelter and 
back out as fast as possible. One of the more compelling 
arguments I've seen for governments is future cost control. If 
you don't invest now, costs will continue to rise at a greater 
rate in the future. If you do invest now, you can reduce 
cat intake and costs over time...and the bonus is, they won't 
have to do it using lethal control. win win!

- Jon Cicirelli, San Jose City Animal Services
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Is RTF against the law? 

We’d love to do return to field, 
but our local ordinance prohibits 
abandonment. Have you heard of 
any ways to work around that?



RTF and the law
• Legal definition of ownership can’t 

apply to community cats
• Leash and license laws intend to 

reduce nuisance, harm and costs
• Abandonment laws intend to 

protect welfare and prevent 
suffering

• Both intents better served by RTF 
than relocation or euthanasia 

• Extensive precedent for RTF in 
presence of leash, license, 
abandonment laws



Ideal legislation
• Community Cat means any free-

roaming cat that may be cared for by 
one or more residents of the 
immediate area who is/are known or 
unknown; a community cat may or 
may not be feral.

• Community cats shall be distinguished 
from other cats by being sterilized and 
ear tipped; qualified community cats 
are exempt from licensing, stray and 
at-large provisions of this ordinance 
and may be exempt from other 
provisions directed toward owned 
animals. 

• Feeding not required but may be 
regulated:
– On private property or with consent of 

owner
– In appropriate amounts for daily 

consumption in appropriate feeding 
containers

– Dumping of excess food or placing excess 
quantities on the ground is prohibited

• If shelter is provided, it shall be 
unobtrusive, safe and of proper size

• Efforts should be made to sterilize, 
vaccinate and ear-tip cats that are fed



Questions? 
• sheltermedicine@ucdavis.edu
• info@millioncatchallenge.org
• ICMA Guide to Community Cat Management: 

http://www.animalsheltering.org/resources/all-
topics/cats/managing-community-cats.html
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