Course: Trap-Neuter-Return: Managing Feral Cat Colonies
PRIVATE
Lesson 1: An Introduction to Feral Cats and TNR


Welcome to the world of working with feral cats! Although these cats have been around for centuries, the study of both their behavior and ways to control their population growth is a new field in animal welfare. By taking this course, you are a pioneer and may be one of the first in your community to learn about feral cats in depth. Congratulations - this is not only an exciting opportunity, but an important responsibility. 

Because the field is so young, there is no one book or guide available yet to teach the basics of trap-neuter-return (commonly known as TNR), such as how to trap, or provide warm winter shelter, or talk to neighbors so they understand the benefits of the cats. For this reason, the online lessons I have authored are designed to give you a strong working knowledge of TNR - the only method proven to be both humane and effective in controlling feral cat reproduction. By course's end, you will know enough of the nitty-gritty details to begin implementing TNR yourself and become an active part of a growing movement. 

Just as important as knowing the how to part of working with ferals is gaining an understanding and appreciation of their unique natures and personalities - getting into the minds of the wild cats, so to speak. Being able to do this will be invaluable in your hands-on work with them. Two of the recommended books for this course are excellent resources in this regard. "Shadow Cats: Tales from New York City's Animal Underground," by Janet Jensen tells the story of a woman on the Lower East Side of Manhattan who came upon a colony of feral cats near her apartment building and, with no one really to guide her, began trying to help and understand them, sometimes using TNR. This beautifully written nonfiction narrative flows like a novel and should be read continuously from start to finish. So I urge you to read this rather enjoyable book as we go through the lesson plan. Each lesson will recommend how far along you should be in Shadow Cats, and we'll use chapters in the book as a means of sparking discussion among ourselves. 

"Maverick Cats: Encounters with Feral Cats," by Ellen Perry Berkeley relates the experiences of one woman over the years as she observed and interacted with the feral cats who ventured by her home. The tales of these encounters have much to teach us about both the cats and our relationship to them. By the end of the book, which Ms. Berkeley has continually updated over time, the author comes to strongly support trap-neuter-return. Selections from the book will be referred to throughout the course. 

The third book I recommend is "The New Natural Cat: A Complete Guide For Finicky Owners," by Anitra Frazier, a groundbreaking work which brought holistic and natural cat care to the public at large. While the book speaks of domestic cats, not ferals, its holistic, "you can do it yourself" approach to cat health and nutrition has much to offer the feral cat caretaker. Not to mention that Ms. Frazier, being quite the astute observer, has much to teach about feline ways in general. 

In Lesson 1, we will discuss exactly what is a "feral" cat; as opposed to a domestic one. Although ferals and domestics may look alike, the wild ones are far from your average pet - an important point to grasp from the outset. You will also be introduced to TNR, both what it is and why it is the best approach worth pursuing when working with feral cats. Please prepare by reading the preface and foreword and Chapter 1("Encounters") in Shadow Cats. 





What is a "feral" cat?





Ferals are cats who have, to at least some degree, reverted to a wild state. They originate from domestic cats who were lost or abandoned and were then forced to fend for themselves. Typically, they live in tight-knit social groups known as colonies, often in areas with only slight human contact, such as abandoned buildings, vacant lots, remote parts of parks, and the like. Feral cats are not completely wild because the vast majority still rely on people for their food and do not subsist by hunting. Whether it’s a kind soul who comes by to feed them every day, a dumpster behind a restaurant, or garbage cans, the cats’ food source remains connected to humans. 

The quality of being feral is not a black or white thing – instead, cats can be wild to greater or lesser degrees. Four factors combine to determine just how feral a cat is: 

-Age 

In most cases, young kittens (less than 8 weeks old) can be readily socialized and reintroduced to domestic life. The older the cat becomes after this infancy, the more his feral nature will develop and the harder it becomes to tame him. It’s interesting, though, that even young kittens who quickly learn to become house cats will usually still retain some feral characteristics, such as hypersensitivity to change or playing with claws extended. 

-Generation 

A cat who herself once lived a domestic life will tend to be less feral then her offspring. The more the generations progress, the more wild the cats become. Genetic and physical changes take place, allowing a multigenerational feral to be easily identified by the shape of his skull and ears, for example. 

-Human contact 

The extent to which feral cats have daily contact with people will also play a role in determining how wild they become. A cat who lives in a commonly occupied garden will be more adapted to humans than one who finds his home in a back alley where few people ever venture. Being the remarkably adaptable beings that they are, feral cats are often mistaken as not wild at all because they will let certain people they know touch them or will rub up against their caretaker’s leg. Make the mistake of trying to put one in a carrier, though, and you’ll soon see if he’s just a sweet pussycat! 

-Personality 

This is the wild card. I’ve known cats who were seven months old, multigenerational feral, and living in remote areas but who turned out to be incredibly warm and friendly in nature and were able to be introduced into homes with a little bit of work. But this is very much the exception. Usually, a cat with these characteristics will be extremely wild. 

The fact that feral cats tend to live in colonies defies the stereotype of the aloof, independent feline. In reality, cats are extremely social creatures who form strong bonds to colony mates, especially family members. I have often observed cats “coupling,” even after they’re neutered. These couples can be same sex or male/female, but whenever you see one of the pair, the other is never far away, and they display strong affection for each other. In the colony I care for, there are two gray brothers, Boris and Groucho, who have been a couple for years. Recently, their mother, Grandma, joined up, and now they’re a constant trio. You can have a look at all three, plus the other colony members, by going to the website of my organization, Neighborhood Cats -http://www.neighborhoodcats.org - and clicking on the slide show in the righthand column on the home page. 

In Maverick Cats (pages 89-96) is the tale of Sylvester, an unneutered male who wandered onto the Berkeleys’ property one day and took up with a resident unspayed female. The Berkeleys decided Sylvester was too aggressive towards the female, even though the two had become friends, so they brought him into the woods some distance away and released him. As a discussion question, do you think this was the correct thing to do? Do we understand the cats well enough to know what a good choice is? Do people have the right to make these kinds of decisions for feral cats? 

You might also take a look at pages 11-15 in Maverick Cats, where Ms. Berkeley refers to a number of sources and authorities in an attempt to explain the term “feral.” As it turns out, “feral” isn’t such an easy word to define, so for her own use she simply says, “With apologies to all… a feral cat is basically a cat who has gone wild” (page 15). 


Indoors vs. outdoors: where is the best place for a feral cat? 

One of the hardest things I’ve encountered in my work with feral cats is the stereotype of a feline as a “pet.” We have become so used to viewing cats as domesticated, indoor creatures curled up on our beds and purring to our touch, we forget that isn’t their natural state. I have my own indoor tribe and a feral colony outdoors that I look after. I often wonder, when I see the ferals running through a field with their friends, climbing trees and buildings, and treading through the snow with beautifully thick winter coats, what would my cats choose if they could – to live confined in an apartment in relative safety, or to be free and face the dangers of the outer world? I’m not so sure, really. Not that I would ever consider putting my domestics out, but the point is, you should think long and hard before you decide to bring a feral cat in. 

As I mentioned in the last section, feral cats are extremely social beings who form strong bonds with their colony mates. When you remove a feral cat from a colony, ostensibly to “rescue” him, you are taking him from his family. In Maverick Cats, in a section called “On Togetherness” (pages 97-103), Ms. Berkeley outlines research done over the past 30 years which clearly portrays the cat as “social beyond our imaginings” (page 103) and not a solitary creature at all. One researcher tells of a group of cats he observed in Paris who would gather together in the late hours to just hang out. “There can be no doubt that these meetings were on a friendly, sociable footing, although members of these same populations could at other times be seen chasing each other wildly and even fighting” (page 102). 

Also dispelling the stereotype of the cat as a solitary creature is an article on the website of the Feral Cat Coalition, a San Diego organization - http://www.feralcat.com . Scroll down to the heading “Articles by Sarah Hartwell” and read “The Unsociable Cat.” 

If a cat is an abandoned stray, then he will have difficulty learning to survive outside and every effort should be made to find him a new domestic home. But if the cat has grown up outdoors and is truly wild, then trying to domesticate him is little different from trying to tame a raccoon or a squirrel - you might succeed somewhat, but never fully and only with a great deal of time and patience. Many people believe they are rescuing feral cats by removing them from their territory and giving them a traditional home. The result is often condemning the poor creature to a life of hiding under the bed and being in constant fear. I have a feral cat in my apartment named Crystal, whom I “rescued” along with her litter of kittens from a back alley. This was back when I began working with ferals. When I first saw Crystal outdoors, she was one of the most athletic cats I’d ever seen, a gray tabby leaping across the rear courtyard of her block with such ease and grace. When I trapped her, she struggled harder than most, hissing and spitting, and no doubt would have left a permanent mark on me with her claws, given the chance. 

After her kittens were weaned, I was uncomfortable returning Crystal to her colony because I didn’t believe it was being properly managed and so feared for her well-being. For three years now, she has been living in a large cage, never coming out – even though I long ago took off the door! She gets no sunlight and little exercise and seems to crave nothing more than to feel safe and secure – mostly from me. Her genetics and upbringing taught her that I am a large predator who might eat her, and that’s a tough obstacle to overcome. Happily, recently she began to trust me a bit, and now I can pet her when she eats, and hopefully she’ll grow more confident and her life will expand. But it’s an open question whether I did her a favor by making her an indoor cat, even if I have extended her life. 

Fortunately, I learned my lesson – unlike some who, through a misguided sense of compassion, have slowly filled their own places with large numbers of unadoptable ferals and have caused harm not only to the cats but to themselves. If you’re going to work with feral cats to help better their lives and resolve their overpopulation crisis – and that’s going to take a widespread grassroots effort – then it’s important to realize it’s okay to let them go after they’ve been neutered and not keep them in your home. Obviously, there will be circumstances in which it’s clear a feral cat is better off not being released back to where she was trapped: she’s a kitten and still young enough to be readily socialized, or a building is about to be knocked down, or violent, hostile neighbors have caused harm before, etc. In most cases, however, the presence of some risk or danger has to be accepted, as with any wild animal. Not that it’s ever easy to release them – it can be a painful moment – but if the cat is feral and can live a relatively safe existence outdoors while you feed and watch over her, then it’s the right thing to do. 

What is TNR (trap/neuter/return) and what are its advantages? 
As the name implies, TNR involves trapping all or most of the cats in a colony, neutering them, and then returning the feral adults back to their territory. When possible, friendly adults (who likely are abandoned strays) and young kittens are placed in foster care until permanent domestic homes are found. At Neighborhood Cats, we consider the management of the cats after they have been returned to their territory also to be an integral part of any TNR project. Management includes providing regular food and shelter, watching for newcomers, and acting as the cats’ advocate within the community. This follow-up care ensures that the gains from the initial trapping and neutering will be sustained over the long term. 

So what are those gains? There are many: 

 The size of the colony stabilizes as new litters are either eliminated or reduced. Of course, ultimately zero growth is the goal, but even neutering most of the cats is beneficial, provided you scoop up any new litters quickly and continue to pursue the unaltered felines. Over time, the colony’s numbers will gradually decline in the absence of newborns. 

 Noise is dramatically reduced. A common complaint about feral cats is their blood-curdling screeching in the middle of the night, which can disturb the sleep of an entire city block! Most of this noise comes from the cats either mating or fighting – behaviors which are eliminated or greatly lessened after neutering. Not that you won’t hear a good snarl once in a while, but not to the point where it becomes a nuisance. 

 Odor becomes much less noticeable. The foul odor often associated with the presence of feral cats is largely from the spraying of unaltered males, who mark their territory with their urine. Neutering appears to stop the functioning of the glands that create the particularly pungent spray and also cuts down on the act of marking. In terms of their other bodily functions, feral cats tend to be quite neat and adept diggers. 

 The cats guard their territory against new unaltered cats. Ferals are extremely territorial creatures and, as mentioned, form strong bonds with colony mates. As a result, they will gang up on newcomers and drive them away. In my own colony, over three years, we’ve observed any number of cats passing through the territory, but only one, Snow, has managed to stay. For a long time, he was ostracized and only gradually became accepted by the others. This behavior by the colony keeps new unneutered cats from coming in and starting again the cycle of reproduction and nuisance behavior. It’s important to note, however, that the colony will only be able to do this if its numbers are sufficient relative to the size of its territory – a good reason to think twice before removing a feral cat from his site. For more on feral cats’ strong sense of territoriality, read “On Territoriality” in Maverick Cats (pages 40-45), where the author highlights the findings of some of the more significant researchers who have studied territoriality of feral cats over the last 60 years. 

 Rodent control is maintained. Where I live in Manhattan, the cats’ best friends are often the superintendents of the buildings they live behind. The supers know the cats keep the mice and rats away. There’s a common myth that the cats do this by killing the rodents, but actually it’s their scent. 

On a larger scale, TNR also has significant advantages. Practiced community-wide, it reduces the number of cats and kittens flowing into local shelters. This means lower euthanasia rates for all cats and rising adoption rates for cats already in the shelter system. In San Francisco, after six years of an intensive, citywide TNR program, the euthanasia rate for all cats, domestic and feral, dropped by 71 percent. In San Diego, substantially lower euthanasia rates were also experienced after several years of county-wide TNR. 

Another macro-advantage is cost savings for animal control. Studies have demonstrated that it costs much more (even twice as much) for animal control to trap a cat, hold her for the statutorily mandated waiting period, then euthanize her, than it does to trap, neuter, and return the same animal. One of the key factors in the cost savings is that TNR programs attract volunteers to do most of the work – trapping and killing doesn’t. This helps explain why more and more animal control agencies across the country are warming up to TNR and willing to give it a chance. 

For a history of trap/neuter/return and its introduction to the United States in 1990 by Alley Cat Allies, read the epilogue in Maverick Cats. 

Failed alternatives
 I‘ve come to see firsthand that TNR is not simply the best alternative when it comes to stopping the explosive growth of feral cat populations – it’s the only one that works. All the other methods I’ve heard proposed have already been attempted and have failed miserably. Here they are: 

-Trap and kill 

The traditional method exercised by animal control has been to trap the cats, remove them, and bring them to shelters – which invariably means killing them, as their wildness makes them ill-suited for adoption. This method has failed for a number of reasons. First, it’s not easy to trap all or most of the cats in a colony; it takes time, patience, and determination. Often, if the colony is large, multiple attempts are necesssary. This kind of effort on government time and money is just not feasible on a large scale, which may explain why there are now tens of millions of feral cats running around. 

Typically, what happens is that the animal control officer spreads out some traps, catches a few unfortunates, and calls it a day. But then the reduction of the colony’s size is only a temporary gain because what is known as the “vacuum effect” soon kicks in. We have observed that the size of a colony is directly related to the quantity of the food source. However many cats the food source will support tends to be the colony’s ceiling in terms of the number of members – it’s nature’s own population control. If some cats are removed from a colony and the food source is left unaltered, the cats left behind will overbreed until the former population level is again reached. 

But even if all the cats in the colony are trapped and removed, the vacuum effect still kicks in. In most areas, feral colonies are bordered by other colonies. Once a territory becomes vacant, especially if the food source remains but even if it doesn’t, new cats quickly move in. I saw this myself one day, after we had trapped all the cats in a large colony (about 35 cats) and they were being held for neutering. It wasn’t two days before the caretakers started seeing cats in the territory who were unfamiliar. 

So time and experience have shown that trying to simply “get rid of” the cats isn’t going to happen. It’s a futile, costly effort, and more and more government agencies are realizing this. 

-Stop feeding 

This attempt is often the first thing a frustrated property owner makes, believing that if no one feeds the cats, they will just go away. But this isn’t true. The problem is twofold. First feral cats’ highly territorial nature prevents them from going far afield to search for food. They may venture a little further, usually by making new encroachments into human habitations once they’re really starving, but they won’t just pack up and leave. All that’s accomplished is a measure of cruelty – and the cats are usually much too resourceful to cooperate by starving to death. 

The second part of the problem of trying to completely remove the food source is that other people are usually involved who care about the cats. Feral cat feeders (God bless them!) are quite a determined bunch, and someone telling them to stop feeding isn’t going to do it. One of my Neighborhood Cats co-workers makes large balls of meat, which she hardens in her freezer, so she can toss food up to cats living in the higher floors of an abandoned building. I have yet to see a fence, no matter how much screening is used or how stridently worded a sign is, that can keep out a can of food. I’ve repeatedly seen people risk their jobs to sneak food to the cats, despite the presence of video cameras to stop them. 

So theoretically, you could remove a colony by trapping all the cats and completely eliminating all food sources for any news cats who venture in, but this is so difficult to achieve and creates such a battle with the cats and their caretakers that it almost never succeeds. 

-Rescue and find homes 

The animal rescue model worked well when there were not so many ferals, and when the cat on the street was usually a stray not long from a warm home. Those days are over. Now most of the cats outdoors are wild and unadoptable, and they number in the millions. The notion of socializing all of them and finding them good homes is utopian and unattainable. Even in dealing with one colony, the task would be enormous. My colony has 7 cats – all adults, all quite wild. I doubt I could tame any of them, but if I could, it would take years and most of my time. Besides, the few feral cats past kittenhood who can be socialized usually end up building a strong attachment to the person working with them, and they cannot then be adopted to someone else without reverting to a feral state. 

I personally would love to see the day come when no more kittens are born on the street and the feral cat population begins to significantly decline. But I want this to be done in a way that is compassionate and recognizes the right of a feral cat to live according to his own unique nature, and in a way that is effective and not a waste of resources. TNR does this. It’s a movement that will continue to grow as more and more caring people see its potential, and in time it will become the predominant method of feral cat population control. 

For more on how alternatives to TNR have failed in the past, go to the Feral Cat Coalition site - http://www.feralcat.com - then scroll down to the heading “Feral Cat Coalition Documents,” and read the article “The Race to Outpace Feral Cat Over-population,” by Linda Kelson. A little further down, under the heading “Articles by Sarah Hartwell,” read “Why Feral Eradication Won’t Work” and “The Great Australian Cat Dilemma.” 

Questions for our discussion, based on the readings in Shadow Cats, are: Based on what the author has observed so far in Chapter 1, do you think the cats are ferals or abandoned strays? Does she know enough yet to tell, or does she need to investigate further? What approach do you think she should implement in working with them, and why? In your neighborhood, are there signs of feral cats? Are they ferals or strays? How can you tell? What do you think should be done? 
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Lesson 2: Community Relations: The First Step in Implementing TNR 

Understandably, the first thing people usually think they need to do when it comes to using TNR is trap the cats. If that’s what you actually do, it can get you into a lot of trouble. Feral cats live not in isolation but as part of a larger ecosystem. Especially in urban areas, the environment is dominated by people, and the cats’ territories overlap with our own. Consequently, to work well with the cats means also working well with their human neighbors, and in this sense, TNR requires you to be a community activist. Learning just how to go about doing this effectively – before the cats are trapped and released – is the objective of Lesson 2. As preparation, please read Chapters 2 (“Impractical Cats”) and 3 (“The Rescue”) in Shadow Cats (by the way – that’s me on page 25.) 
An overview of the TNR process from beginning to end The question usually comes up: Why do you list community relations as the first step in TNR? Why not trapping? To understand our approach, it’s helpful to first have a look at the overall TNR process as we practice it at Neighborhood Cats. 

In a nutshell, the wisest saying you can hear if you’re about to embark on working with feral cats is “Think first, trap later.” Too often, well-meaning people rush into a crisis situation believing they have to capture the cats and remove them from danger, and then consider what to do with their feline wards. Like we did when Neighborhood Cats started. In our very first project, there were 30 cats living in the inner courtyards of a nearby square block and all sorts of problems. People were calling animal control, there were rumors of poisoning, the original feeders had stopped because now there were too many cats, kittens were all over the place. We knew we had to do something, though we didn’t have a clear idea of what. A friend experienced in cat rescue warned me: Trap only one cat at a time – when you’ve placed that cat, then go get a second. Instead, on the appointed day, we got carried away in the excitement of trapping and ended up with six cats. Several months and a few thousand dollars in vet bills and foster care expenses later, it all got sorted out, and we learned why TNR is a good idea as opposed to trying to rescue and rehabilitate ferals. It’s easy not to let this happen to you – if you plan first and make all the preparations necessary to ensure the success of your project, and then trap. 

We will go into detail on each step of the TNR process, but for now here’s a quick overview. Notice that trapping comes at the end: 

1. Establish good community relations. The first thing to understand is that the cats live within a human environment, not off by themselves. Whether it’s the back of a building, a parking lot, or a warehouse, the cats have neighbors whose needs and situations must be taken into account. They need to be educated on your work and have their own concerns heard. 

2. Set up feeding stations and shelter. By establishing consistent feeding patterns, you will make the work of trapping the cats much easier. Simply put, you’ll know where they are and when they show up to eat; that way you don’t have to go trying to find them when you’re ready to trap. Through improved nutrition, the health of the cats will improve, an important preparation for the surgeries. The location of the feeding station and the cats’ shelters can also go a long way towards reducing friction with human neighbors. By taking care of the food and shelter first, you’ll know that when you return the cats to their territory, it will be into better circumstances than when you started. 

3. Secure a holding space. During the time the cats are being trapped, which can be a several days if you’re dealing with a large colony, they need to be housed in a warm, dry space. Following surgery, they will need at least 48 hours to recover in the same space. This could be a basement, a garage, a covered area in the backyard (depending on the season), or an empty trailer, to name a few. 

4. Decide what to do with adoptables. Depending on the colony’s circumstances, you may end up trapping kittens young enough to be easily socialized, or even an abandoned friendly adult. Have a plan for where they are going to go beforehand. Will a local rescue group or society take them in? Do you have friends who will foster them while you find them homes? Are you able to take them in? Is there nothing you can do in terms of placement – you can only get them neutered and return them to the colony? Whatever the answer is, you’ll save yourself a great deal of anxiety if you don’t wait until the moment it happens to figure this out. 

5. Make arrangements for the neutering. Line up a local vet, or see if a local animal welfare society will help. Know the costs and the procedures and your own financial limits, then work within them. Have a definite date set up for when the cats will be brought in. 

6. Trap. Now that everything is in place, and all reasonably possible contingencies planned for, you can go about trapping the cats. The better you have prepared, the smoother the rest of the project will proceed. 

Another perspective on the overall TNR process is offered by Alley Cat Allies in their factsheet “The ABCs of TNR,” available on their website - http://www.alleycat.org/ic_fs.html (just scroll down the page a bit). Now let’s explore that first step in more depth. 
The importance of good community relations: No colony is an island 
It bears repeating that a colony of cats does not live in isolation. Except in relatively few rural settings, the cats coexist alongside people, their territory overlapping our property. If they live in a parking lot or behind a factory, someone owns that land. If they are in a park, there are people who use it and a town that runs it. In addition to occupying the same space, feral colonies also live in relationship to humans as a result of their dependency upon us for food. So some people feed them, while others may look forward to seeing them on their way home. On the flip side, there may be those who resent the cats because they make noise or they think feeders are attracting rodents, or they’re angry because the laundry room in the basement smells from cat spray. 

Caretakers of the cats too often ignore the fact that the cats are part of a community and go about caring for them with a kind of missionary zeal that tolerates no opposition and regards every complaint as a malicious challenge to be pushed aside. This kind of attitude fosters a confrontational atmosphere and can be extremely harmful to the cats in the long run. The best possible solution is for the cats to be accepted and appreciated by their neighbors, and for their caretaker to be viewed as someone who is helpful, not hostile. At Neighborhood Cats, we believe that when someone traps feral cats and later returns them to their site, he or she has taken on the responsibility of making sure the cats’ environment will be as safe as possible. This means avoiding a climate of anger among the people in the neighborhood, and fostering goodwill instead. 

Many times, caretakers come to us with tales of battle – they were yelled at by a landlord or told they would be arrested by a store owner, or a fence was put up to keep them out. Rather than commiserating with them over the injustice being done, I ask them: Did you ask the landlord for permission to enter his property and place food or traps there? Do you clean up the plates and cans, or leave a mess? Have you tried to explain to neighbors the advantages of TNR in long-term population control? Have you taken the time to listen to their complaints and consider whether it’s reasonable for someone to be upset at being woken up night after night by the sound of cats fighting? Usually, the caretaker has not asked these questions and has just assumed an us-versus-them approach. In my own experience, far more people in a community than not will be favorably disposed to the cats once they understand you are trying to help them as well as the animals. We have convinced landlords, co-ops, hospitals, businesses, and several government agencies to give TNR a chance by respecting that they, too, have a stake in the outcome and by listening and trying to address their reasonable concerns. 

Ultimately, in its purest and most effective form, TNR is not only about feral cats, it’s also about community activism and working with people. The better you understand your role as the cats’ representative in the community, the more you’ll be able to accomplish on their behalf. 

Educate yourself

You can’t be an effective advocate for the cats unless you’re knowledgable and articulate about TNR. For example, if someone’s chief complaint is that the cats are digging up the flowers in their garden, you need to know that a motion-activated sprinkler is a simple, inexpensive way to stop this from happening. More than that, you need to have the pluses of TNR on the tip of your tongue. When people ask, “Why can’t you just keep them instead of bringing them back?”, you have to talk about the vacuum effect and the fact that the cats are unadoptable and have nowhere to go. Your mantra should be, “Less odor and noise, no kittens or rodents.” 

Taking this course is a big step towards gaining the necessary knowledge. There are other resources on the Web that you can also study for general knowledge. First among them is the Alley Cat Allies’ website - http://www.alleycat.org . Alley Cat Allies was the first organization in the United States to advocate TNR as the most humane and effective solution to the feral cat overpopulation crisis. They are now a leading national resource in this field and offer on their site a wealth of materials to educate the caretaker. On their home page, you’ll find the latest headlines on feral cat news throughout the country. In their Info Center, there are factsheets, how to guides and articles covering almost every aspect of TNR and related issues. Reference is often made to these materials during this course, but it’s worth taking the time to read through as many of them as you can. You can also access their “Feral Friends Network” and find out if others in your area are also working with ferals. 

The Neighborhood Cats’ website - http://www.neighborhoodcats.org - is geared more towards people working in New York City, but our Info page also covers a lot of how-to topics that caretakers everywhere have found useful. We have been in the forefront of many precedent-setting projects, so checking out our News page (especially “Breaking News”) will give you a good idea of what might be possible in your community. 

Dr. Margaret Slater is the leading academic veterinarian for feral cats. She led a study of the impact of TNR on the feral cats living on her campus at Texas A&M University, and she has become a strong advocate of this approach. It’s always helpful to be able to refer to authoritative sources, so it’s a good idea to become familiar with her work. Her original reports can be reviewed on the website of AFCAT (Aggies Feral Cat Alliance of Texas) - http://www.cvm.tamu.edu/afcat . Once you log onto the site, you need to scroll down the long home page until you get to the heading “Other Feral Cat Resources.” The first two items listed under that heading are Dr. Slater’s studies: “A Management Program and Study of the Population Characteristics and Dynamics of Feral Cats: Year 1 Project Summary,” and “Summary Data & Seasonal Patterns.” 

Another good website that covers a variety of topics related to TNR and feral cats has already been mentioned: the Feral Cat Coalition - http://www.feralcat.com . Based in San Diego, the Feral Cat Coalition instituted one of the first large-scale TNR programs in the country, with persuasively positive results after five years. Scroll down the home page until you reach the heading “Feral Cat Coalition Documents,” then click on any of the topics you’re interested in. 

Techniques for establishing good community relations

The best way to start off is by walking around the neighborhood and talking with anyone who might have some knowledge of the cats. This is a method particularly suited to a place like Manhattan, which is densely populated and where people are easily encountered going about their days. I’ll talk to doormen, superintendents of buildings, store owners on the block, anyone standing around looking at the cats, parking lot attendants, residents sitting on nearby stoops, the closest veterinarian – anyone who might be acquainted with the cats. The idea is to gather as much information as possible: What is the community’s attitude towards them? Does anyone know who feeds them? When and how often? How many cats are there? How did the situation start? Has anyone done anything in terms of rescue or removal? If you come across someone friendly, try to get their contact information or give them yours – you never know down the road when you might need their help. Stay alert for possible hands-on allies, people who might help feed or trap, or donate food or money. It’s always better in the end if you have others to share the work of caretaking. That way you don’t become overburdened and the cats have a stronger support network. 

During this “get acquainted” phase, you should be prepared with appropriate literature explaining what TNR is, how it works, and that you are organizing a TNR project in the neighborhood. Also have contact info listed. A one-page flyer will do the trick – short and simple is best. Post it throughout the area. Refer people to informative websites so they can learn more on their own time. If you can, make up business cards. Like it or not, dress can be an important factor, too – the more professional you appear, the better received you will generally be. Remember, whatever helps you deliver your message helps the cats. 

When Neighborhood Cats approaches an entire neighborhood, we’ll try to hold a community meeting. In most cities, there are Community Boards, block associations, or some type of neighborhood group that meets regularly and where you can get the cats on the agenda and make a brief presentation. This is a good source for finding out where the cats live, gaining volunteers, and even securing the use of someone’s garage. On a smaller scale, your flyer could announce a meeting at a local coffee shop for interested parties, or perhaps in the home of a neighbor. Be sure to invite those who are unfavorably disposed to the cats, too – hearing them out and presenting your own plan might win them over. Community organizations such as churches, libraries, and the offices of local government officials should be approached to see if they’re willing to assist. In New York, every police precinct has a community relations officer who can often help if you need a parking space for your project. 

Try to make appointments with co-op boards, landlords, superintendents – anyone who could make your work easier (or harder). One technique that has proven successful is to write a letter to everyone in the neighborhood; you can either mail it or slip it under doors. An excellent example of a “community appeal” letter can be downloaded from the Neighborhood Cats website. Go to the Info page and look under Community Relations, then click on the download for the sample appeal letter. (For the PDF file, you’ll need the Acrobat Reader software, available for free in the left-hand margin.) 

Excellent material to read before you launch your community efforts can be found on the Alley Cat Allies website -http://www.alleycat.org/ic_fs.html . “How to Talk to Absolutely Anyone About TNR” contains a great list of sound bites for common questions people will ask you. Scroll down the page and you’ll see it listed under the heading, “Alley Cat Action Articles.” Another good one is “Making Feral Cats Welcome in Your Community,” which is towards the top of the same page, listed under the heading "Factsheets." 

Keeping cats out of yards and gardens 

I’ve included this in the lesson because so often complaints about feral cats stem from disgruntled property owners who just don’t want the cats in their space, or who have legitimate concerns about the cats digging up their gardens or peeing in their children’s sandbox or the like. Even in the heart of Manhattan, this comes up. Not long ago, where my colony lives, a woman moved into a ground-floor apartment that opens onto a back garden. The previous tenant had been a great friend to the cats, letting us set up shelters in his backyard and giving the cats free rein.Not so with the new resident. The shelters were promptly thrown out and a phone call received about how the cats were ruining her new plants and the garden she had spent a lot of time fixing up, and something had to be done. 

As a caretaker, it’s only natural your first response to this type of situation would be to defend the cats and get into an argument. You have to control that reaction and realize this person has a legitimate gripe. It’s her backyard, and if she doesn’t want the cats there, that’s her right, and you have to work with it. I spoke to the woman at length, explaining that the situation had been much worse before we trapped and neutered the ferals and removed all the kittens. I also gently made the case that the cats had lived in their territory, which her yard was part of, for many years and that it was their only home, but at the same time I made sure she realized I understood her problem and I wanted to help her resolve it so she and the cats could coexist harmoniously. My willingness to listen to her helped to overcome the initial sense of confrontation on both our parts, and when I suggested a motion-activated sprinkler (which I offered to pay for), she agreed to give it a try. Worked like a charm, and things have been peaceful ever since. 

On the Alley Cat Allies website - http://www.alleycat.org/ic_fs.html - on page 3 of the factsheet entitled “Making Feral Cats Welcome in Your Community,” there’s a long list of simple techniques for keeping cats out of an area, from spreading coffee grounds and using special repellents to the motion-activated sprinkler (and where to get these products). We’ve had firsthand experience with the sprinkler, which works by emitting an infrared field over the area to be guarded. When a cat enters the field, the sprinkler shoots out a sudden burst of water in that direction. It rarely hits the animal, but its suddenness is frightening and scares the cat away. Before long, the cat learns not to enter the area and the sprinkler becomes unnecessary. (You just have to train them before winter, when water freezes and the sprinkler won’t work.) 

The key point is that there are solutions to most problems with feral cats. Creating an atmosphere of cooperation and trust will allow you, as the caretaker, to make sure these solutions are found and put into place. 
Dealing with hostility and common complaints

More often than not, the decision to implement TNR arises from circumstances that are already in crisis. The population has grown too large, and the nuisance behavior has crossed over the line of many people’s tolerance. Unfortunately, the normal response of many is “Get rid of the cats,” and the specter of poisoning comes up, and the removal of the cats to local shelters for euthanizing. When you enter the scene, you’re going to be met at first by a lot of angry people. How you handle this hostility may well determine the cats’ fate. If you get angry back and argue with them, you will immediately be labeled as somewhat of a nut and you’ll guarantee enemies who might obstruct your work. On the other hand, if you listen patiently and truly understand their frustrations, the chances of a better outcome are vastly improved. 

Keep in mind that you wouldn’t want to be woken up late at night by yowling. You wouldn’t want to be deprived of the use of your backyard because of the odor of male cats spraying. You don’t want to find litters of kittens under your porch. These are legitimate sources of frustration, and people simply don’t know what to do about it. TNR is a movement in its infancy, and the word is still not fully out. You have to be the messenger who says, “Yes, you’re right to be upset and want this to stop, and I can help you do it. Here’s how.” Most people are either indifferent or favorably inclined to the cats, and those predominant attitudes will return once you’ve gotten your TNR project under way. 

There will be times when people just won’t accept your approach, and there’s nothing you can do at that moment. Keep the lines of communication open. Sometimes, unfortunately, people have to try other methods before they realize those don’t work. One institutional project we did was a good example. Despite the affection of many employee-caretakers, the powers that be decided to try to remove the cats from the grounds and hired a company to trap them and take them to shelters (where they would be killed). The trappers only succeeded in catching a few victims, at a fair cost to the institution, and the problems with the cats continued unabated. With no one else to turn to, Neighborhood Cats was brought in. Fifteen of the 16 cats were trapped, neutered, and either returned or adopted out. Now everyone’s happy. 

One circumstance we do deal with head-on, however, is the threat of poisoning. In New York, it is a felony to kill a cat if you are not licensed to do so. In this manner, feral cats benefit from the legal protection given their domestic counterparts. If you have a reasonable (and I greatly emphasize the word reasonable) suspicion a particular party may be putting out poison or may contemplate doing so, we recommend plastering the neighborhood with what we call a “No Poisoning” poster.The poster should say, in big bold letters, something to the effect of “Poisoning cats is a crime punishable by a prison term and a fine” and offering a reward (say, $1000) for information leading to the arrest and conviction of the culprit. List the name and number of your local animal control or humane law enforcement agency. 

It’s unlikely anyone will call with real information and extremely unlikely you’ll ever have to pay the reward, but the effect is to let the suspect know he’s being watched and that it’s a crime. Usually, that’s enough to make the threat go away. You’ll have to check your own state’s laws to make sure it is a crime and what the penalty is (how many years in jail, amount of the fine). For a sample poster, go to Neighborhood Cats’ site and download ours – go to: http://www.neighborhoodcats.org/info - look for “Community Relations,” and then click on the download for the poster listed right underneath. (You’ll need the Acrobat Reader for PDF files, which you can get for free by clicking on the Acrobat icon in the left-hand margin.) 

For discussion purposes, based on the reading in Shadow Cats, what kind of complaints do feral cats provoke where you live? Are they justified? Is it important to understand why people are upset, even if you don’t agree with them? Is there anything the author of Shadow Cats could have done to try to change attitudes in regard to the courtyard cats? What kind of community activism do you think will work in your area? 
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Lesson 3: Food and Shelter

TNR is not about becoming a “neutering machine,” where all you’re concerned with is stopping feral reproduction and little or no attention is paid to the welfare of the particular animals you’re handling. Once you trap an animal and make the decision to subject him to life-altering surgery, you’ve assumed a responsibility for his life that doesn’t end the moment he hightails it out of the trap. Just as important as neutering is making sure the cats will be adequately looked after for the life of the colony. Lesson 3 is about two of the most basic functions of a caretaker – food and shelter. You will learn how to provide these in effective, inexpensive ways that can be adapted to the particular conditions of a given colony. 

Please read Chapters 4 (“Talking to Cats”), 5 (“Finding Good Homes”), and 6 (“Tough Guys”) in Shadow Cats. 

Setting up a feeding station 
How and where you feed your colony will largely depend on what kind of access you have to the site. If the cats live in your own yard or if the property owner lets you come and go as you please, then you’ll be able to set up an ideal feeding station, and a caretaker can come and replenish the food and water every day. If instead your access is limited in some way, then you will have to compromise and come as close to the ideal as possible. 

The perfect feeding station will have a shelter for the food and water. It should be slightly raised off the ground and have a roof to protect from rain but be completely open on at least one side. It could be made of wood and shaped like a rectangular box with one of the vertical sides missing. The reason for the open side, instead of a small opening, is to prevent one of the top cats from going in and deciding he wants to stay and keep it all for himself. It will be too hard, with the wide-open side, for him to keep the rest of the cats at bay. There should be enough room inside the station to place the dishes and still have the cats completely covered by the roof while they eat. Usually a length of about 30 inches will do. If you know carpentry (or someone who does), then build the station with a pitched roof so the rain runs off. Also, the wood should be coated with a latex deck paint, and the seams should be sealed with silicone. Otherwise, especially if you use plywood, the wood will soon rot. 

Inside the station, depending on how often you come to feed, you could place an automatic dry food dispenser and/or an automatic water dispenser. The automatic feeder and waterer are excellent for situations where a sheltered station can be put up but access to it is limited – for example, if you can’t get to it on weekends, or it’s located behind a gated fence that is sometimes locked. If you go this route, make sure the station is tall and wide enough to accommodate the feeder and waterer (both of which come in a variety of sizes). 

Ideally, the feeding station will be located in a spot that is accessible to the caretaker but of low visibility and inaccessible to other people. This protects the cats and will make them feel more secure about going to eat. If there is no spot that is totally off-bounds to the public, then try to hide the station as best you can. In an alleyway, you might lean an old board over it or even put some debris on top. Paint it to match the surroundings or put an old tarp over it. And, naturally, pick a spot as remote from people as possible. 

In my colony, the only daily access I have for feeding is through a fence, so I can’t set up any kind of sheltered station or use automatic feeders or waterers. So, as is so often the case in working with feral cats, I do the best I can. I use what’s called an arm extender (the device used in stores for grabbing items on high shelves) to push the water and food bowls back as far away from the fence (and prying hands) as possible. The cats have learned it’s safe for them to eat on the other side of the fence, and that few feet of distance from the sidewalk and passersby makes all the difference. 

As mentioned in Lesson 2, it is very much to your advantage in preparation for trapping to train the cats to come to eat at the same time and place every day. That way, they’ll come to you when you’re ready, and you also control the food source and can ensure they will be hungry when necessary. We did this on one project at a hospital where for two weeks the caretakers fed the cats each day at noon in the same spot. Two days before, they stopped feeding. We showed up at noon on the appointed day and quickly trapped almost all of them. 

One last but extremely important point to make about feeding stations – whether it’s the deluxe sheltered version or the pushing-bowls-through-a-fence variety – clean up! One of the biggest sources of friction for neighbors can be the mess left behind by feeders. It still boggles my mind a bit how people who think they’re helping the cats by feeding will leave papers, plates, cans, plastic dishes, and whatever else behind. How do you think the property owner or employee who is forced to clean up the mess someone else made is going to feel about the cats? Not too warm and fuzzy. Plus, don’t get caught up in who made the mess – if it’s there, you as the caretaker need to take responsibility, for the cats’ sake, and just take the garbage away. 

For more suggestions on building a feeding station, go to: http://www.alleycat.org/ic_fs.html - then read the factsheet “Feral Cat Feeding Station.” 

Nutrition 

Because of the stresses outdoor life places on feral cats, nutrition is especially important for them. It’s the most direct way a caretaker can support and improve their overall health. It’s well worth the small amount of time it takes to learn more about feline nutrition and ways in which you can inexpensively and easily raise the quality of the cats’ diet. 

If you want to really understand nutrition, you have to start by tossing out just about everything you’ve been told before – by your friends, by the pet food ads, even by your veterinarian in most cases. As with human nutrition, there is an astounding lack of knowledge among those you would expect otherwise from, and a prevalence of myths. Most veterinarians study nutrition for only a few hours and base their knowledge on what certain pet food manufacturers tell them – hardly a reliable source. It’s unfortunate, but the truth is, the pet food industry is almost completely unregulated and, with a few exceptions, motivated entirely by the bottom line. Some manufacturers purchase euthanized dogs and cats from shelters and then, in a process known as “rendering,” turn the corpses into pet food! To learn more about what is really in most of those cans, read the section “The No-Nos: Foods to Avoid” on pages 47–53 in The New Natural Cat. An exposé of the pet food industry in general is provided by "Food Pets Die For," by Ann N. Martin. 

One good place to begin learning to form your own opinions is the ingredients label on the cat food can or bag. An excellent guide to interpreting the label is provided in "Dr. Pitcairn’s Complete Guide to Natural Health for Dogs & Cats," by Dr. Richard Pitcairn and Susan Hubble Pitcairn. Chapter 2 of the book, entitled “What Do They Really Put In Pet Food?,” reveals what common ingredient terms really mean. For example, the terms “meat by-product” and “chicken by-product” sound innocuous enough. In reality, a by-product is any part of the animal’s body not normally considered fit for consumption, such as beaks, feet, eyeballs, feathers, hides, and more. 

In a nutshell, if the ingredients include any kind of by-products, the food is cheap junk containing who knows what, no matter how fancy and appealing it may appear due to the use of chemical additives and food dyes. The ingredients on the label are listed in order of quantity. If one of the first two is cornmeal, then the food is also junk. Cats have difficulty digesting grain, and cornmeal is like feeding them potato chips – it will fill them up, but that’s about it. 

Which brings us to the whole wet-versus-dry food controversy (cheap dry food invariably contains a lot of cornmeal). Again, throw out what you’ve been told. The truth is, dry food is wet food that has been baked to a crisp – usually after the vitamins and supplements have been added, so that they’re destroyed in the baking process. Better brands add them after the baking. And the idea that dry food is good for the cats’ teeth is nonsense – notice that not even the pet food manufacturers make that claim. Raw, uncooked chicken bones are good for teeth (emphasis on uncooked; otherwise the bone will splinter), not kibble. In cold weather, however, when wet food freezes quickly, you may have to rely on dry. 

With pet food, you generally get what you pay for. Better brands with higher quality ingredients are more expensive. It’s a problem if, say, you’re feeding a colony of 15 feral cats on a fixed income. In our Neighborhood Cats workshops, we always tell caretakers to feed the highest quality food they can afford. This formula takes both the cats’ and the caretakers’ needs into account. If supermarket brands are the most you can afford, then so be it – it’s better than the cats starving or scrounging through garbage cans, and you should be proud of your efforts. 

One easy way to vastly and cheaply up the quality of the lower quality brands is by adding a mixture of raw ground chuck and either calcium lactate or bone meal (one teaspoon calcium lactate or bone meal for each pound of meat). Remember that when a cat catches a mouse or a bird, he doesn’t barbecue them before eating – raw meat is a cat’s most natural diet. Ground chuck is cheaper than even cheap cat foods and the best of the beef products because of its high fat content. You will be amazed, if you consistently feed raw meat, how your cats’ appearance and health will improve. You can also add certain finely chopped vegetables (zucchini, carrots). The raw meat revolution was largely begun by Anitra Frazier in The New Natural Cat. Chapter 2, entitled “Diet,” covers raw meat recipes and discusses the advantages. A vitamin-mineral supplement, easily and cheaply made from mixing five ingredients together, is described on page 55. 

Finally, another simple way to improve ferals’ nutrition is by adding Vitamin C to their food (in powder form, preferably buffered with rose hips). 125 milligrams per cat will boost their immune systems and their overall health. It’s a particularly good idea prior to trapping and surgery, when stress rapidly depletes the cats’ natural capacity to produce Vitamin C, and also in the winter to protect against respiratory infections. It has a sour taste, so don’t overdo it when mixing it in. An article by Anitra Frazier on using Vitamin C for ferals can be found on the Neighborhood Cats site. Go to: http://www.neighborhoodcats.org/info/nut... then click on the link at the top of the page that says, “Vitamin C to the Rescue.” 


Tricks for common feeding problems 

Here are a few common problems we’ve come across and our solutions: 

-Ants 

Basically, you build a moat that the ants can’t cross. You do this by getting a short container with a long, flat bottom that the food dish can rest on top of – it could be a baking tray, the bottom of a tupperware container, a casserole dish, etc. Fill the tray or container with an inch of water, then place the food bowl inside. The cats can still easily eat the food, but the ants can’t reach it. 

-Rain 

Suppose you don’t have that covered feeding station – then what? Get a tupperware container (or a similar container that has a lid) and fill it with wet or dry food, but not up to the very top. When you place the container out for the cats, turn the lid upside down and place it on top of the container. This will keep the rain from hitting the food but will allow the cats to push off the lid when they do come out to eat. 

-Wet food freezing 

Because of its high moisture content, wet food freezes relatively quickly in subfreezing temperatures. One way to avoid this is to adapt some of the tips on how to avoid freezing water in the next section. Also, if you are providing the cats with insulated winter shelters, which we’ll also cover, then you can place the wet food inside the shelter in a corner. The cats’ body heat (trapped inside the insulated shelter) will either keep the food from becoming frozen or will thaw it enough so they can eat. But NEVER put water inside a winter shelter – cats get sick during cold weather from not having a warm, dry place to go. The last thing you want is for the bowl to get knocked over or the cat to get wet. 

Water in winter 

Depending on what part of the country you live in, trying to provide the ferals with water during the winter can be one of a caretaker’s toughest challenges. The added reliance on dry food during freezing temperatures makes the need for water all the more pressing. During a ten-day snap of subfreezing temperatures here in New York, this is what our caretakers came up with: 

1. An electrically heated water bowl – the ideal solution, though only in secure circumstances. The water evaporates fairly quickly, so you’ll need to fill it with a gallon of water every 24 hours. It can also be used for wet food, though it will tend to dry up the food pretty fast. Available through most animal supply catalogues, including this link: http://www.kvvet.com 

2. A solar-heated water dish (a product known as the Solar Sipper). It works when it’s 18 degrees Fahrenheit and above, but not below. Link: http://world.std.com/~sippers/animalsipp... 

3. A microwaveable disk known as Snuggle Safe. You place the disk in a microwave (one report said 8 minutes in a 1,000-watt microwave) to get it real hot. It’s designed to warm kittens’ bedding but can also be placed under large food and water bowls, where it will give off heat for two to three hours. It’s a good idea to have two sets of disks – one to bring to the site, and one to pick up for reheating the next time. This product, wrapped in cloth the cats can’t open, is also good for providing extra warmth in their shelters. Link: http://www.drsfostersmith.com/product/pr... 

4. A styrofoam cooler – the cheap white kind used in summer to hold soda and the like. Cut a hole in one end for a doorway, then place the water bowl inside the cooler at the opposite end. The styrofoam’s insulating properties will slow down the freezing process. 

5. A thick plastic thermal water dish will also significantly slow freezing. I use the bottom of a tupperware container, preferably one used to hold soup or something hot. 

6. Wider and deeper is better for the water dish than shallow and narrow. That way the freezing of the surface water is slowed. 

7. If the cats come to eat while you’re there, mix a little extra water into their food, but only as much as they’ll eat right then and there. 

8. Get a small styrofoam container like the ones used to ship vaccines (approximately 8 inches square and 4 inches deep). Cut a hole in the top large enough for a cat to drink through, then line the inside of the container with a plastic bag and fill it with water. 

9. Take a tire off its rim and stuff the inside with rocks. Then wedge a large container, like a big bucket, inside the hole in the tire and fill it with water. During the day, the tire will absorb the sun and heat the rocks, which will radiate heat to help keep the water from freezing. This trick is used for watering horses in pastures. 

10. Place a large, deep plastic water dish, filled with rocks, beneath the drain from an indoor heating system. The water is warm coming out of the pipe, which helps keep the water in the dish from freezing; plus, the rocks are warmed by the sun. 

One final note on water in winter: hot water actually freezes faster than cold. This is because the hot water evaporates quickly, leaving less water behind. The smaller amount of water freezes faster than if you had started out with cold. 

Winter shelters

The key to an effective shelter is insulation and design. A well-insulated shelter traps the cats’ body heat, essentially turning them into their own radiators. Good design makes the most of this heat source by minimizing the air space that needs to be warmed. Thus, the Neighborhood Cats’ winter shelter is made of 2-inch thick styrofoam and is only 12 inches high in the interior, with a floor space of 20 inches by 18 inches. Easy-to-follow plans for constructing the shelter can be downloaded off our website. Go to http://www.neighborhoodcats.org/info - then scroll down to Feral Cat Winter Shelters, then click on the download for the plans (you’ll need the Acrobat Reader – see the icon in the left-hand margin to get the free software). 

The cost of our shelter, including styrofoam, silicone glue sealant, latex deck paint, linoleum tile for the floor, and contact paper for the walls, is about $20 –$25. We recommend using a table saw to make the cuts in the styrofoam; otherwise it’s hard to make the edges straight. Each shelter comfortably fits 3 or 4 cats, and more on a very cold night. One of our members recently conducted a test by measuring the outdoor temperature with one thermometer and the interior temperature of the shelter with a second thermometer taped to the inside ceiling. He found that when it was 11 degrees Fahrenheit outside, two cats heated the interior of the shelter to 56 degrees. This was with a heavy piece of plastic taped over the doorway. Whatever shelter you make, we recommend letting the cats get used to going in and out before you add any type of covering to the door. 

Of course, we don’t have the only winter shelter in town. Other, simpler alternatives include converting any type of thick styrofoam container into a shelter by gluing on the top and cutting a hole in the side. Examples include shipping containers for meat or other products that need to be kept cold. Instructions and a photo guide to making this type of shelter can be found on the website of Animalkind, a group further north in New York State that works with feral cats. The link is: 

http://www.all-creatures.org/ak/feral-sh... 

Another creative idea, which a local caretaker came up with, is to take a large plastic storage bin (preferably Rubbermaid; otherwise it might crack in the cold), and line the interior walls with pieces of styrofoam (1 inch or thicker). Cut a hole in the side of the bin for the doorway and stuff the interior with hay or straw. 

Hay or straw is the best kind of insulation material for putting inside the shelters – the cats are able to burrow into it. Shredded newspaper will also work. The things NOT to use are towels, blankets, or plain unshredded newspaper. These materials provide heat only if the body is under them. If the cat is lying on top, body heat is actually drawn away. If you use insulating materials, it’s best to check and replace them periodically, in case they get wet and retain moisture. In Maverick Cats on page 63, Ms. Berkeley describes thermal pillows she made to put inside houses she had constructed for two cats. She loosely filled cotton pillowcases with those styrofoam “peanuts” used to mail fragile items. This material is warm, and the pillows conformed to the cats’ bodies. According to Ms. Berkeley, they “conserve and give back the cat’s own warmth.” 

In a real pinch, a cardboard box is better than nothing. Tape the top closed and cut a hole in the side for the door. Tape a plastic bag over the “roof” and try to raise the box off the ground and, if possible, place something underneath like a board or tree to protect it further from rain. 

For another design for a winter shelter, log onto the Alley Cat Allies site and read the factsheet “Build An Inexpensive Cat Shelter” - http://www.alleycat.org/ic_fs_shelter.ht... . Also, for more winter tips on shelter and feeding, check out the article “Coming in from the Cold” on the Petfinder site (the largest adoption site in the country, which also has a library of articles on animal care). Link: 

http://www.petfinder.org/journalindex.cg... 

Regarding placement of the shelters, you have more freedom than with the feeding station because you don’t need constant access. On my site, there are two shelters placed behind a shed in a backyard that I might not get into again until the spring or later. Because I don’t know when I’ll get to them again, we didn’t place any insulating material inside the shelters. Their location is designed to give the cats as much privacy as possible and to keep them from spending too much time in unfriendlier confines. So the shelters (and the feeding station) can be used to draw the cats away from potential problem areas. 

Our discussion after this lesson should focus on the best ways for you to feed and shelter the cats near you. Do they need you to build them shelter? If not, where do they live? Can you think of creative ways to use available materials and get other people to help out (for example, getting shelters built as a school project)? Regarding food, how do your practices in feeding your own animals at home influence what you feed ferals? What does the ingredient label on your own favorite cat food say? How do you feel about feeding raw meat? 
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