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Learning points

§ Things aren’t always as bad as they look

§ Poor body condition is a red flag

§ The special case of stomatitis

§ If it’s a reasonable option, do nothing (less is more)
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Learning points

§ Followed by answers to questions about community cat care 
that have come up during the conference, as well as during 
community cat program conference calls and consults
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A few slides will have photos that some may find disturbing, 
and this slide will serve as a warning to avert your eyes
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Learning points

§ Part 1: Things aren’t always as bad as they look
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§ Handsome Dan got 
neutered, and bled quite a 
lot
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Avert your eyes for the next slide if you’re squeamish
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§ Adult male cats have very vascular tissue 
that bleeds a lot when an incision is made

§ After neuter, the empty skin will fill with 
blood and then clot

§ The cat will sit down and dislodge the clot, 
causing additional bleeding

§ Until a clot forms again and the cycle 
starts over

§ This can go on for over a week (personal 
experience)

§ No treatment is needed as long as the cat 
is well, but notify your vet
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z Cat bite 
abscess
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zOwned, tame cat in 
private practice:

Do all of the things
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Clyde

§ Community cat

§ Not handleable (but 
adorable just the same)

§ Abscess on cheek (after 
this photo was taken)
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Clyde

§ Problem resolved without 
treatment

§ Community cats tend to 
resolve abscesses on their 
own, though an abscess 
can occasionally be life 
threatening (bite damaging 
chest/lungs, windpipe)

§ TNR decreases the risk of 
fighting behaviors that 
result in abscesses
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Stitch
Arrived with an abscess on his neck 
that hadn’t healed
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Avert your eyes for the next slide if you’re squeamish
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Stitch
No treatment that we tried 
worked
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But not treating, DID work
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Stitch
This abscess could have been 
fatal because of the location 
(over the windpipe), but only his
skin was affected and with 
minimal help, Stitch healed 
himself
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Right-Rudder Sully

• Lip avulsion

• Traumatic brain injury
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Avert your eyes for the next slide if you’re squeamish
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Lip avulsion

§ Most commonly occurs if 
a kitty is hit by a car

§ A quick surgery may 
resolve the issue

§ Be alert for other potential 
problems, since a kitty 
with this injury was 
probably hit by a car
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§ The lip has been sutured to the gums
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Right-Rudder 
Sully

§ Lip avulsion healed 
completely

§ Symptoms associated with 
traumatic brain injury 
almost completely resolved

§ He was adopted with his 
friend, Chive



z

Gizmo
Arrived with a “weird eye”
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“Weird eye” could be . . .

§ Microphthalmia—a congenital small globe

§ Phthisis bulbi—usually the result of infection, and not uncommon 
in community cats

§ The small globe may be prone to periodic or persistent
inflammation or infection, and enucleation (removal of the globe) 
is warranted in those cases. If the eye seems not to bother the 
kitty, no treatment is needed.



z



z

§ Gizmo continues to do well 
in spite of his abnormal 
eye, and has explored life 
as a house cat
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§ Mufasa had phthisis bulbi
of both eyes and surgery 
was performed to remove 
them

§ He is doing well

§ He is incompletely 
socialized to people and 
lives in a controlled and 
contained outdoor 
environment



z In 2010, Pebbles was running around the 
UC Davis campus with a limp
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§ But she was doing well 
enough to have had a 
litter
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Pebbles

§ She was trapped

§ X-rays were done and the radiologist noted a chronic injury that 
had healed improperly

§ Pebbles was spayed, vaccinated and returned
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Pebbles is still running around the 
UC Davis campus with a limp
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This is a raccoon

§ It has a limb abnormality, which may have been congenital or 
the result of trauma

§ I have a community cat with the same sort of abnormality in a 
rear limb

§ He has done fine without assistance from me

§ But I haven’t been able to photograph him

§ So let’s pretend this raccoon is a black cat
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Oreo
Unsocialized tripod

Did well for years in spite of 
being a feral obese tripod

Died of an unrelated issue 
(cancer)
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Limb abnormalities

§ If the animal is otherwise doing well, they don’t need intervention

§ If the limb abnormality appears to be the result of a fresh wound, 
trapping for assessment under anesthesia would be appropriate
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Princess
Pillsbury

That’s not right
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Princess Pillsbury has a severe nasal 
fungal infection—Cryptococcus—but 
seems comfortable
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§ Princess Pillsbury is not in 
pain and is not suffering

§ We’re continuing to try to 
treat her

§ Euthanasia, rather than 
return to field, would have 
been the most humane 
thing to do for her if we 
weren’t able to treat her
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Learning points

§ Part 2: Poor body condition is a red flag
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Poor body condition is a red flag

§ Transient

§ No access to food (trapped somewhere)

§ Flea allergy, or other cause of discomfort

§ Chronic

§ Chronic illness

§ Oral cavity disease (especially stomatitis)
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Mariah

§ Relinquished to shelter by 
a contractor who found 
her in an uninhabitable 
area with a poor body 
condition, jaundice, and 
neurological signs 
(symptoms) 45 days after 
one of the California fires

§ Presumed transient poor 
condition due to a lack of 
food
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Mariah

§ Complete recovery after 
prolonged and intensive 
care



z

Old Man
Part of a managed colony

Observed weight loss over time
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Old Man
Given the known history—significant weight loss with access 
to food and a recent decrease in appetite—a chronic disease 
process was suspected, such as severe kidney disease or 
cancer.

Old Man allowed me to pick him up and put him in a carrier, 
and he even let me pet him a bit. These were red flags, as he 
had always run from me when I approached.

I anesthetized Old Man for a thorough examination and  
didn’t find anything easily treatable (eg., bad tooth, foreign 
body in mouth).  I euthanized Old Man. 
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Learning points

§ Part 3: The special case of stomatitis
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Lawrence 
Longbottom

§ Poor body condition

§ Stomatitis

§ Generalized inflammation of the oral cavity

§ It is defined by inflammation of  “caudal 
mucosa” (the tissue at the back of the mouth 
away from the teeth)

§ It represents an abnormal immune system 
response to something on the teeth

§ We don’t yet know why it happens to some 
cats and not to others, but it is an area of 
active research

§ Periodontal disease can look similar, but inflammation 
is around any affected teeth

§ The distinction between stomatitis and periodontal 
disease is important because periodontal disease can 
be cured by extracting diseased teeth, and stomatitis 
may not be
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§ Treatment must include 
either full mouth 
extractions or extraction of 
all teeth behind the canines 
to be effective

§ But only 60-70% of cats 
are cured by extractions
alone
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§ Additional therapy may be 
necessary if extractions 
aren’t curative

§ Stem cell treatment

§ Laser therapy

§ Steroid

§ Other

§ And some kitties still aren’t 
cured



z

Jared and
Lawrence
Lawrence was cured, but it took 
over a year for his inflammation 
to resolve
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Stomatitis

§ I would argue that stomatitis cannot be humanely treated in an 
unsocialized cat because pain and inflammation cannot reliably 
be controlled

§ However, I’ve only seen stomatitis in community cats twice, and 
both were friendly cats whom were treated successfully. Most of 
the stomatitis cases I’ve seen were from multi-cat households

§ Stomatitis is painful for the cat and costly and time-consuming to 
treat, and it is not unreasonable for a shelter to elect humane 
euthanasia rather than attempting to treat this frustrating disease
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§ Get ready for a LOT of bullet points
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Learning points

§ Part 4: If it’s a reasonable option, do nothing (less 
is more)
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“Doing nothing” is controversial

§ sometimes doing nothing is seen as not caring

§ sometimes doing nothing results in a bad outcome (but it’s an 
outcome that would have happened regardless)
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If it’s a reasonable option, do nothing

§ Doing something makes you feel good

§ Doing something shows that you care
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But if you do something . . . 

§ There is always the potential for unintended consequences and 
disaster resulting from intervention

§ Doing something isn’t always the best thing for the cat, and the 
cat really would prefer not to have your assistance if at all 
possible
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Less is more 

§ Subcutaneous fluids (SQ, “sub q,” or SC fluids)

§ The best way to hydrate a cat that is eating and drinking is by offering canned 
food and water

§ If a cat actually seems ill—lethargic and not eating—then SC fluids are unlikely 
to provide significant benefit (hospitalization for IV fluids would be better) 

§ Kidneys do an excellent job of conserving water unless the cat has a disease 
process that would affect that

§ Why poke a cat with a needle if you don’t have to?

§ And why cause a trapped cat to have to suffer the discomfort of a full bladder?

§ Veterinarians I respect opt to give all feral cats SC fluids at clinics, but for the 
reasons above, I prefer not to
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Less is More

§ Please don’t adulterate the cat’s food source, as cats are famous 
for the speed at which they can develop food aversions, and you’re 
unlikely to add anything helpful anyway

§ Don’t add antibiotics—there’s no benefit (see next slide for more detail)

§ Don’t add over the counter fish antibiotics

§ Don’t add lysine—there’s no proven benefit when added to food in bulk

§ Capstar might be a reasonable addition if placed in food in its entirety 
(but it’s bitter when ground)
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Less is more

§ No need to treat kitty colds or separate cats out from the colony

§ Feline URI (upper respiratory infection) is generally viral in origin, and most commonly feline herpes virus, 
which the vast majority of cats are exposed to shortly after birth 

§ Kitties showing cold symptoms are typically just having a flare up of latent virus, and stress is the reason for 
that

§ Stressors for a community cat include mating (so let’s TNR!), captivity (so let’s put them back where they belong 
quickly), new arrivals (so let’s manage the colony)

§ Green or yellow discharge means there’s a bacterial infection, which is usually secondary to the viral infection

§ Reduce stressors to resolve the viral flare up, and the secondary bacterial infection will typically resolve

§ Antibiotics may be helpful is the cat can easily be handled

§ If the cat can’t easily be handled,  then medicating causes stress which may be self-defeating as it can prolong 
the URI 

§ Convenia, the long-acting injectable antibiotic, can be given to kitties with evidence of bacterial URI at the time of 
spay/neuter, but it may not be beneficial depending on what bacteria are present
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Less is more

§ Community cats with suspected ringworm will eventually self-
cure as long as they are otherwise healthy

§ Community cats with ear mites, fleas, “mange,” or other 
suspected parasitic skin conditions can be treated with 
Revolution or Advantage Multi at the time of spay/neuter surgery

§ Testing a healthy community cat for FeLV doesn’t provide any 
actionable information (it’s not recommended to euthanize a 
healthy cat based upon the results of a single in-house FeLV 
test), so save money by not testing community cats
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Less is more—

Caring for a cat in a trap

§ Large Tru-Catch (36D) has room for food at the front, a kitten-sized litter box at the back, and a towel or bed in the 
center

§ Not all cats will express normal behaviors in confinement, so DON’T HOLD CATS ANY LONGER THAN 
NECESSARY

§ Release the day after spay/neuter: stress delays wound healing and increases the 
perception of pain, and there is no benefit to a longer holding period

§ Don’t release the cat into a larger space in your home (eg., a bathroom) - - they want to hunker down and hide and 
they're difficult to recapture

§ Cats that are not well-socialized to humans DO meow, so don’t feel feel guilty about returning a cat to his outdoor 
home just because he meowed. It may not mean he wants to be your friend.

§ The cat can socialize itself to the colony caregiver on its own terms and with less stress back in the “wild”
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Tru-Catch 36D 

§Kitten-sized litter box at the back

§Canned food preferably, because 
a healthy cat can meet its fluid 
requirements by eating sufficient 
canned food (1 full 5 ounce can per 
day is about right for an average-
sized cat)
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Tru-Catch 36D 

§It’s also okay just to line a trap 
with clean newspaper rather then 
providing a litter box

§Make sure to keep trap 
isolators/trap forks/trap dividers on 
hand to facilitate changing of the 
paper should that be necessary
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Less is More

§ Put the cat back where you found it

§ Parking lots, junky yards, the yards of known drug houses—your 
comfort is less important than the cat’s

§ If the cat’s body condition is good, it was doing well before you 
trapped it and should do even better now that it’s altered

§ So put it back
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Less is more

§ There’s a common assumption that removing the cat from the 
street will result in a better outcome

§ It’s just a different outcome, and one that may feel better to you, 
but only because we think of adoption into a loving home as the 
optimal fairy tale ending for every cat. . . But it’s not always

§ Once the cat is out of your hands, you can’t control what 
happens to it even if the cat was adopted, so you may as well 
put the cat back in the place he already thought of as his home
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Less is More

§ What if you think a community cat needs more from you that just 
TNR?

§ Community cats can be wild, feral or friendly (any level of 
socialization to humans), and we sometimes don’t know how social 
the cat is until we’ve trapped it

§ Decision-making for the cat depends on your ability to handle and 
treat the cat . . . HUMANELY

§ Stress delays wound healing and increases the perception of pain, 
so we must make every attempt to reduce stress
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Less is More

§ If you think a cat needs more from you than just TNR, ask 
yourself and your vet the following questions:

§ Is this cat suffering?

§ Is there a way to alleviate the cat’s suffering without prolonged 
confinement or extensive handling?

§ Remember that stress increases the perception of pain and delays 
wound healing

§ If the cat is suffering and you can’t relieve the suffering, then 
euthanasia is the most humane option
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Less is More

§ If you decide to hold a cat because you may be able to relieve suffering with minimal 
handling (eg. amputation, enucleation), do some worst case scenario planning: 

§ What if this cat won't express normal behaviors? What is plan B? 

§ A cat can go without eating or drinking for a considerable period of time if it’s a healthy cat 
(learned the hard way). But if the cat is choosing not to eat or drink, the cat isn't doing well. Is 
the cat not doing well because it's confined, or because there's another problem?

§ Consult with your vet, and be prepared to put the cat back where you got it earlier than 
planned if the cat isn’t doing well in confinement (and make sure your vet knows about this 
may happen!)

§ Make sure your vet knows to use dissolvable suture material

§ Confine the cat in a way that minimizes stress (check out the Neighborhood Cats website 
section on “Fostering a Feral” for ideas)
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Less is More

§ Remember that there are no classes on feral cats at vet school. 
If you want good advice from your vet, you have to provide them 
with information that provides them context.
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Less is More

§ What if you don’t euthanize? What if you return this cat to his 
colony and he doesn’t get better? What if you believe him to be 
suffering and he doesn’t allow himself to be re-trapped?Can you 
live with that? 

§ Be kind to yourself. Remember that you made the best decision 
you could given the information you had at the time. You didn’t 
make things any worse.

§ You can’t fix everything, and we learn from everything we do. 
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Questions?
Heather.Kennedy@kcmo.org


