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Feral Cats


Introduction

The topic of assisting feral cats goes beyond the realm of “pet” ownership and crosses into the topic of simply aiding in an animal’s survival.  A “feral cat” by definition is a cat that is a descendent of a domestic cat that was born and has lived with little human contact.  The difference between a feral cat and a stray cat is that a stray cat is a descendent of a domestic cat that has had some previous human contact and will demonstrate temperament similar to a domestic cat.  Feral cats, however, do not understand the typical “pet” relationship between humans and cats and can pose very challenging to deal with.  These animals still require attention and can benefit from human involvement.


Feral Cats

There are many topics of discussion related to feral cats.  The obvious topics are food / water and their need for shelter.  Other topics include information gathering, monitoring, capturing, spay / neutering, vaccinating, reducing numbers of feral cats, and feral kittens.  This information sheet will only provide basic information on these topics.

Food, Water, Shelter

Feral cats are still animals and have the same basic needs for survival.  They require food, water, and shelter to sustain life.  A feral cat’s diet consists of the other animals that it can prey on outdoors; birds, mice, rabbits, reptiles, etc.  However, feral cats are open to accepting cat food from humans.  The things to keep in mind are that these feral cats (1) are not used to human contact and (2) have no understanding of the idea a “pet”.  Feral cats should always be treated similar to wild animals rather than as domesticated cats.  With that said, feral cats can be fed by humans as a way of aiding in their survival.  The dietary needs of feral cats are similar to domesticated cats, so the MCSPCA information sheet on Cat Food will provide some insight.  The best course of action related to feeding feral cats (or colonies of feral cats) is that they will still do best with a diet of both dry cat food and canned cat food.  However, keep in mind that canned cat food will freeze in the winter months.  Along with a food source, feral cats will also benefit from a clean, replenished water supply.  Both the food and the water should be kept from the outdoor elements as best as possible.

Shelter for feral cats is another topic for discussion.  A shelter can provide the cats with protection from the outdoor elements, as well as protection from other animals.  Typically, shelters for feral cats are constructed from inexpensive materials, such as wood or cardboard.  A few construction points to consider are the size of the shelter, the size of the entrance, and placement.  Shelters for feral cats can be small enough for one cat or large enough for several cats.  In winter months, larger shelters are better because it allows for the cats to share the space and provide essential warmth to one another.  Cats that typically fight will usually look past their differences in colder months to gain the warmth needed for survival.  The size of the shelter’s entrance should also be considered.  The entrance should be large enough for a full-grown cat, but not large enough to allow dogs or other larger animals inside.  A shelter should be placed in a location that is (1) approved by the land owner, (2) protected from the outdoor elements, and (3) not too far from the normal location of the cats.

A human-made shelter should consider all of the various outdoor elements.  Some common outdoor elements to consider are rain, wind, and snow.  Cats, of course, will accept shelter from the rain, but the shelter must be constructed in a way to protect the cats and the shelter from the water.  A simple way to protect the top (and sides) of the shelter is to cover it with a plastic covering, such as a trash bag.  The bottom of the shelter should also be raised off of the ground slightly on bricks or another solid material to prevent the shelter from taking on water from underneath.  Related to wind, a simple solution is to ensure that the entrance to the shelter is ‘L’ shaped.  This will prevent the wind from blowing directly into the shelter.  Snow can also pose additional problems related to the shelter.  If snow accumulates on the roof of the shelter, the ceiling may collapse.  If possible, an angled roof for the shelter will prevent snow, and rain, from collecting on the roof.  Additionally, the entrance to the shelter will need to be cleared of snow after a snowfall to allow for the cats to enter and exit the shelter.

Information Gathering / Monitoring

A single feral cat or an entire cat colony both require attention related to overseeing them.  It is important to keep information related to the feral cats that you are assisting.  Typical information gathered about feral cats is the number of cats, the types of cats, the location of the cats, and the days/times that the cats are seen.  This information provides valuable information for veterinarians and support organizations, such as the MCSPCA.  Other things to make note of are any new feral cats that begin to frequent the area and any health information related to the cats.  New feral cats should be treated with caution and attended to quickly to prevent spreading of diseases, etc.

Capturing and Veterinarian Care

Feral cats, like all other cats, require veterinarian care for things such as routine exams, special conditions, and spay / neuter procedures.  Preparation is essential in dealing with feral cats and attempting to get them veterinarian care.  The first thing to keep in mind is that feral cats are closer to wild animals than they are to domesticated cats.  Secondly, you must know of a veterinarian that is comfortable handling feral cats.  The veterinarian is also one of the best resources you have for understanding the process for capturing the feral cats.  You should never try to capture a feral cat without consulting with a veterinarian or other knowledgeable source.  The veterinarian you choose to work with may also be able to give discounted pricing for aiding the feral cats.

Reducing the Population / Feral Kittens

Feral cat populations are a topic of debate all over the world.  Some people believe that the cats are decreasing other wildlife populations and should be euthanized while others believe that the cats should be spayed / neutered and returned outdoors.  Above this debate, the ultimate problem that needs addressed is the problem of pet abandonment that was the start of the issue.

Feral kittens provide an opportunity to return some of the feral cats back to the domesticated population.  The feral kittens can be taken out of the feral environment and domesticated once again.  Please keep in mind that this should only be done by the appropriate organizations and only when the kittens are of the appropriate age.


Dos and Don’ts

Here are a few reminders when working with feral cats…

Dos
· Consult with a veterinarian or local animal support organization
· Consider outdoor conditions when dealing with food, water, and shelter
· Gather information about the feral cats

Don’ts
· Do not treat feral cats as if they were house pets
· Do not create shelters for feral cats without the land owner’s consent
· Do not capture feral cats without consulting a knowledgeable source first
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For more information about cats available for adoption, please visit the Montgomery County SPCA web site at www.mcspca.org.
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