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Where I came from 



Goals of shelter-based cat management
• Resolve nuisance situations and 

complaints 
• Return lost cats to their owners
• Find new homes for cats that 

need them
• Reduce harm caused by cats

– To wildlife 
– To public health

• Reduce the number of free 
roaming cats overall 
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How I got here
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One thing we can probably all agree on
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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.



One difference between dogs and cats



Another difference between cats and dogs
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Same tool, different results?

~4 million



Cat numbers in Australia
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• 3.8 million owned cats (150/1000 residents) 
• 89% sterilized

• 700,000 semi-owned and un-owned urban and suburban 
cats

• 1.4 – 5.6 million cats in natural environments 

Urban and suburban: Most 
community concerns, most 

shelter intake

Education, low cost 
spay/neuter, licensing, 

laws

Natural environments: 
wildlife concern and 
management target



Not a unique struggle
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We believe there is a need to address the controversy surrounding coyote depredation management, to 
enlighten resource managers and the general public, and to stimulate discussion and research regarding new 
avenues of approaching the persistent problem of coyote depredation management.

The resilience of coyote populations dictates that the size of the area involved, the intensity and 
persistence of effort, timing of removal with respect to vulnerability of prey, as well as normal 
demographic processes of coyotes, must be considered. Effecting removals as close as practical to the 
anticipated risks, both in time and proximity, is important. 



False solutions can be harmful

“As long as private livestock producers can 
externalize the costs of predator losses via 
government-subsidized predator control, they will 
have little incentive for responsible animal 
husbandry techniques, i.e., reduce stocking levels, 
clear carcasses and after-births quickly, confine 
herds at night or during calving/lambing, install 
fencing…or adopt numerous other non-lethal 
preventive methods to avoid depredation 
(Shivik et al. 2003).”



Letting go of ineffective methods can save 
lives

Suggestions in changing Wildlife Services 
range from new practices to outright bans
By Tom Knudson
May 6, 2012



Historical shelter-based cat management 
model

• Ad hoc admission based on 
community member perception 
and preference 

• Outcomes are adoption, return 
to owner, relocation (rarely), 
euthanasia

• “Low intensity trap-adopt-or-kill”
• Significant chunk of $4 million 

investment on domestic animal 
(cat and dog) protection
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“the size of the area involved, the 
intensity and persistence of effort, 
timing of removal with respect to 

vulnerability of prey, as well as 
normal demographic processes”



Shelter/neuter/return or TNR diversion
• Healthy, free-roaming, unidentified 

cats
– Adults and older kittens
– Regardless of finder’s intent
– Known feeder not required 

• Sterilize, vaccinate, ear tip, return 
to location found

• Operated through shelter (SNR) or 
diversion to dedicated program 
(TNR)

• “Semi-targeted-trap-neuter-return”
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False solutions can be harmful
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Equally applicable standard 
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Best tool to reach these goals?
• Resolve nuisance situations and 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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Reality check



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 
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Resolve complaints

20



Incentive for effective nuisance mitigation
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Incentive for effective mitigation

“People no longer could use the shelter as the “Easy Button” – a place to drop off 
cats without trying to find their own solutions to the problem, sometimes of their 
own making…The old answer would have been: set traps and animal control will 
go out and pick up the cats. This option has been eliminated. Now we have a 
conversation…our job is to help facilitate the public to engage in the desired 
behavior which could be TNR or helping a neighbor with TNR, not feeding their 
pets outside which could be attracting cats, making their yard unattractive to cats 
in various ways, having a stray cat scanned for a microchip, advertising a found cat 
on Craigslist, etc.”

- Tracy Mohr, Chico City Animal Services
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TNR impact on complaint calls 

23ICMA/HSUS Community Cat Management Guide, page 31

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


Ok, but what about this?
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Where do colonies come from?
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Opening the right doors
• Increase public trust and decrease 

abandonment by ensuring the 
shelters provide good care and 
positive outcomes for all cats 
admitted

• Prevent one abandoned cat from 
turning into a colony by making TNR 
accessible and easy

• Open doors of communication 
through non-lethal options

• Decrease existing colonies over 
time through attrition and adoption
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Re-unite lost cats with owners
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Reunite cats with owners?

.



Larger study

• 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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Consistent results 

.

“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.”



Lost versus free roaming cats
• Most free roaming cats brought 

to shelters aren’t pets
– Unowned or semi-owned

• Many friendly cats brought to 
shelters weren’t lost 
– Indoor/outdoor pet cats going on 

their neighborhood rounds

• Most lost pet cats will not be 
found at a shelter
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Most at risk
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Weiss, 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.



SNReturn to owner 
• Friendly free roaming cats in 

good condition are likely to have 
someone who cares

• SNR bypasses language, 
transportation and cost barriers

• Resolves mismatch of timing in 
when cats are lost and when 
people look for them 

• Educates community members 
directly about spay/neuter  
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When is the shelter the right tool to get lost 
cats home?

• Efforts already made to reunite the 
cat in the neighborhood of origin 
– Post, scan, social media, talk to 

neighbors
• 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 return-to-owner shelter 
programs
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Find new homes for cats that need them
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Find new homes for cats?
• Make shelter surrender safe for 

people who can’t keep their pets
– Right care, right outcome 

• Save adoptions for kittens, owner 
surrendered cats, 
cruelty/hoarding cases, and 
targeted intervention
– Serious nuisance/public health 

issues
– Environmentally sensitive areas



Close the loop on homes that cats already 
have
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Humane Society of the United States
Pets for Life Report 2014

3% from shelter 
or rescue

55% from family, 
friends, neighbors

• Underserved community 
members may be more likely to 
obtain pets from a source other 
than a shelter 

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



Reduce cat numbers to reduce risk to 
wildlife, public health and cats
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Requirement for population management

• At least 50% - 75% TNR required 
for eradication

• ~4 million pet cats (60% allowed 
outdoors)

• 700,000 urban and suburban free 
roaming cats

• Removal short of eradication has 
no benefit

Unless > 57% of cats were captured 
and neutered annually by TNR or 
removed by lethal control, there was 
minimal effect on population size.

The model predicted effective cat 
population control by use of annual 
euthanasia of > 50% of the population 
or by annual neutering of > 75 of 
the fertile population.



Requirement for population management

• At least 50% removal required for 
eradication

• ~4 million pet cats (60% allowed 
outdoors)

• 700,000 urban and suburban free 
roaming cats

• Removal short of eradication has 
no benefit

Unless > 57% of cats were captured 
and neutered annually by TNR or 
removed by lethal control, there 
was minimal effect on population 
size.

The model predicted effective cat 
population control by use of annual 
euthanasia of > 50% of the 
population or by annual neutering of 
> 75 of the fertile population.



Removal short of eradication

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.



Removal short of eradication

“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.”



WORSE THAN NOTHING

“This study provides 
evidence that ad hoc culling 
of feral cats may be not 
only ineffective, but has the 
potential to increase the 
impact of feral cats in open 
populations.”
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So why would SNR work?
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• Euthanasia down 75%
• Euthanasia due to URI down 99%
• Cats picked up dead down 20%
• Intake (cat and kitten) down 29%
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• 11,749 cats sterilized and returned over 3-year period
• Euthanasia down 84%
• Calls for dead cat pickup down 24%
• Intake down 38% 



Managed is better than unmanaged
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Infection prevalence differed among 
sympatric felids, with a significantly 
lower prevalence for managed feral cats 
(17%) than mountain lions, bobcats, or 
unmanaged feral cats subsisting on wild 
prey (73–81%).



The right tool for the job
• SNR/TNR diversion for most healthy 

unowned adult cats brought to the 
shelter
– Healthy unsocial cats to stabilize 

populations in the community and 
limit euthanasia at the shelter 

– Healthy friendly stray/free roaming 
cats to maximize return to owner and 
spayed/neutered/vaccinated cats in 
homes 

– As an avenue to open doors with 
community members who support 
non-lethal control, in order to allow 
education and harm reduction

• Traditional shelter pathway for 
owned cats 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
– Social kittens on a pathway to adoption
– As a solution for community members 

seeking a trustworthy organization 
where they can be assured that cats 
will receive appropriate care and 
outcomes, in order to prevent 
abandonment or neglect
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Neither SNR nor Shelter intake will be right for 
every situation
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Thank you!!! 
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