SOME COMMON GROUND ON FERAL CATS MAY BE EMERGING

In the recent news article on the American Animal Hospital Association’s (AAHA) endorsement of the American Association of Feline Practitioners’ (AAFP) 2004 position statement on feral and abandoned cats (JAVMA, October 15, 2004, p1172), several key points were that quality of life issues for feral cats, impacts on wildlife, and potential impacts on public health are important problems. But, some important points, now apparently accepted by both associations were not covered in the article. Perhaps more importantly some common ground appears to be emerging, thanks in large part to AVMA’s 2003Animal Welfare Forum on feral cats.

The AAFP Web site,1 states that managed cat colonies should not be established where they pose a threat to protected wildlife or on public lands where wildlife or public health are at risk, that they must comply with all local ordinances, and land owner permission must be obtained. Further, colonies should be inconspicuous and kept clean, including removal of unconsumed food by dark so as not to attract pests and wildlife. If these precautions were undertaken by trap-neuter-return (TNR) and feral cat advocates, some of the conflicts with wildlife conservationists could be avoided. 

Wildlife veterinarians appreciate the endorsement of traditional animal control policies including the statement that “all free-roaming abandoned and feral cats not in managed colonies should be removed from their environment and treated in accordance with local and state ordinances.” In addition, we agree with statements endorsing keeping cats indoors; supporting comprehensive health care, testing, and vaccination; and the admission that feral cats suffer diminished quality of life and health, increased risk of injury, and suffering.

Wildlife veterinarians also agree that “the goal should be to continually reduce the cat population; however, elimination of the colony may not be achievable due to immigration of new cats, including the relocation of feral cats from other colonies.” This is exactly what those opposed to TNR have been saying for years. One could add that the inability to capture and neuter all cats and early reproduction compound the problem. Once established, cat colonies, even those under TNR programs, tend to become permanent under good management and grow and metastasize under poorer management. This is the crux of the problem. 

Wildlife veterinarians agree that we have a major public education problem, that cats must not be treated as disposable, and that the only viable solutions must be comprehensive and long term. Unfortunately, the coalition of humane, veterinary, wildlife, and public health organizations that AAFP and AAHA and others 2 have called for is unlikely to come together as long as feral cat colonies continue to be established and supported. 

We commend the AAFP and the AAHA for exploring this issue in depth. We agree with many of the stated research needs, but note that for several decades we have not seen much success with species-specific environmentally safe and effective contraceptives for rabbits in Australia, and over abundant wildlife 3, 4 and pests in the United States. Some common ground is emerging, but we do not see how the establishment of permanent feral cat colonies can be part of the solution. 
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