Fact vs. fiction: What every veterinary professional
should know about free-roaming cats
Trap-neuter-return (TNR) is a common-sense, cost-effective solution for managing populations of
unowned, free-roaming cats (sometimes called stray, feral, or “community cats”) by preventing
additional births — rather than trying to round up, house, feed, and kill more cats. Despite TNR
becoming increasingly popular over the past 25 years, a great deal of misinformation exists
regarding TNR, and outdoor cats in general.
To protect community cats, your clients, and your patients, you need to know the facts.
Fiction: TNR doesn’t work.
Facts:

The science is quite clear: There are only two ways proven to reduce, and eventually
eliminate, a population of free-roaming cats: (1) intensive TNR efforts or (2) intensive
eradication efforts, such as those done using poison, disease, lethal trapping, and hunting
on small oceanic islands.1,2 Given the horrendous methods employed — and costs that
can exceed $100,000 per square mile3 — eradication is a non-starter in the U.S. The only
fiscally sound option, then, is TNR. Arguments about the limitations of its effectiveness,
the alleged impact of outdoor cats on the environment and so forth largely miss the point.
In the vast majority of instances, TNR is simply the best option available to humanely
reduce the outdoor cat population and any related nuisance complaints.
A number of TNR programs have demonstrated dramatic population reductions and, in
some cases, have completely eliminated colonies of free-roaming cats. For details,
please visit bestfriends.org/resources/feral-cats-and-tnr for resources such as “TrapNeuter-Return Success Stories: What the Research Tells Us.”

Fiction: TNR compromises the welfare of community cats.
Facts:

Best Friends operates more large-scale TNR programs than any other organization in the
country; as such, we are in a unique position to comment on the positive impact of these
programs. Our firsthand experience, and evidence from a number of studies, shows that
the vast majority of unowned, free-roaming cats are healthy — even thriving. During an
11-year observation period, more than half of the 23 cats living continuously on the
University of Central Florida campus were estimated to be 6.8 years old or older, for
example.4 A 2012 nationwide survey conducted by Alley Cat Rescue revealed similar
longevity: One quarter of TNR organizations responding to the survey had colony cats in
the 6–8 year range and 35 percent had cats in the 9–12 year range, while 14 percent
reported caring for cats 13 years of age or older.5 And a number of studies have found
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that cats involved with TNR programs are “surprisingly healthy and have good body
weight.”6–8
The research shows that well-managed TNR colony cats are, generally speaking, just as
healthy as indoor-outdoor pet cats,9 with rates of feline leukemia virus (FeLV) and feline
immunodeficiency virus (FIV) infection “similar to infection rates reported for owned
cats.”10 Comparable findings have been reported in Ottawa, Ontario.11 By contrast,
significantly higher rates of both FeLV and FIV have been observed where no active TNR
program had been implemented.7
Fiction: TNR increases the risk of rabies transmission to humans, domestic animals, and wildlife.
Facts:

The Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC)
reports: “Over the last 100
years, rabies in the United
States has changed
dramatically. More than 90
percent of all animal cases
reported annually … now
occur in wildlife.”12
Vaccination against rabies is
common practice for TNR
programs in the U.S.,
especially in parts of the
country where rabies in cats
Figure 1. Achieving herd immunity. Adapted from Jekel, J. F. Epidemiology,
Biostatistics, and Preventive Medicine. 3rd ed., 2007.
occurs most frequently.a In
fact, a 2012 nationwide
survey of feral cat groups conducted by Alley Cat Rescue revealed that 96 percent of the
groups provide rabies vaccinations as part of their TNR programs.5 TNR therefore
protects public health by creating a powerful barrier between wildlife and humans. And
not every cat needs to be vaccinated to achieve “herd immunity”13 (Figure 1). The public
health benefit of TNR is therefore two-fold: The cats are vaccinated, and their numbers
are reduced over time.
Since 1975, the CDC has documented 109 cases of human rabies in the U.S., most of
which were attributed to contact with wildlife. Of the 26 cases attributed to domestic
animals, 25 were attributed to dogs (nearly all exposures were outside the U.S.). Just one
case was attributed to contact with a cat.14 (Seven cases were the result of organ and
arterial transplants.)

Fiction: TNR poses a significant threat to wildlife, especially native birds.
The astronomical mortality “estimates” sometimes attributed to free-roaming cats15 simply
cannot be reconciled with the best population estimates available,16 or with the population
trends documented by the annual North American Breeding Bird Survey.17 In addition,
such estimates leave no accounting for other well-documented causes of bird mortality,

Facts:

a

Best Friends recommends that vaccination against rabies be included in all TNR programs, and that
reasonable attempts are made to assure boosters are also administered.
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such as pesticide use, oil spills, habitat loss, window strikes, or other anthropogenic
causes. Indeed, were these claims even remotely accurate, no birds would be left.
It’s well known that all predators — cats included — tend to prey on the young, the old,
the weak and the unhealthy. At least two studies have investigated this phenomenon in
detail, revealing that birds killed by cats are, on average, significantly less healthy than
birds killed through non-predatory events (e.g., collisions with windows or cars).18,19 As
the U.K.’s Royal Society for the Protection of Birds notes: “It is likely that most of the birds
killed by cats would have died anyway from other causes before the next breeding
season, so cats are unlikely to have a major impact on populations.”20 In any case,
because the most effective way to reduce most populations of community cats is through
sterilization, TNR offers a benefit to wildlife as well.
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