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P opulat ion Management of Feral Cats  
 
Position:  
The Edmonton Humane Society  (EHS) supports  the non-letha l control and 
prev ent ion of fera l ca t  popula t ions us ing a mult imodal approach. EHS  pract ices  
Trap-Neuter-R eturn  (TNR )  of  fera l ca ts , subs id ized and access ib le spay / neuter 
programs, and  prov ides  community  educat ion about  animal care encouraging 
popula t ion management.   
 
Definitions: 
Fera l:  unsocia lized, outdoor ca ts  w ho ex hib it  high lev els  of fear and  untamed 
behav iour due to lack  of human contact  dur ing the cr it ica l socia liza t ion per iod as 
k it tens, and cont inued lack  of ex posure to humans into adulthood. Fera l ca t  
popula t ions resu lt  f rom uncontrolled breeding of free  roam ing  cats . Because they  
lack  socia liza t ion to humans, they  are unsu itable for being k ept indoors as pets  
as it  w ill cause s tress  and comprom ise their  w elfare.  
  
TNR  (Trap ‐Neuter ‐R eturn): an  approach  for  managing  fera l cats  tha t  is  
an  alternat iv e  to  shelter  in tak e, w hich is  lik ely  to resu lt  in eu thanasia s ince fera l 
ca ts  are not ty p ica lly  su itable for rehom ing. In appropria tely  managed TNR  
programs, ca ts  are humanely  t rapped and surgica lly  s ter ilized, v accina ted, and 
ear-t ipped to indica te that  the ca t  is  s ter ilized and prev ent fu ture t rapping. The 
“ R ”  may  refer to R eturn, R elease, or R elocate and can encompass sev era l 
ou tcomes:   

• return  to  a  managed  colony  or  place  of  or ig in,   
• release  to  the  place  of  capture,   
• or  relocat ion  to  a  new  s ite  w ith  or  w ithout  management  by  a  designate
d  caretak er.   

 
 
Summary  

• TNR  can be an effect iv e s t ra tegy  in reducing  fera l ca t  popula t ion numbers 
w hile a llow ing for the w elfare  of  fera l ca ts  to be mainta ined.  

• TNR  is  a  component  of  an ev idence-based  mult imodal approach to 
managing ca t  popula t ions. Educat ion, promotion of spay ing and 
neuter ing, and k eeping pets  indoors are a lso required to reduce 
popula t ion numbers.   

 
R at ionale 

• TNR  is  a  s t ra tegy  to lim it  a  ca t  popula t ion’s  reproduct ion, thereby  
reducing ov erpopula t ion. In TNR , fera l ca ts  are humanely  t rapped 
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then  spay ed or neutered, v accinated, m icrochipped, ta t tooed, and ear-
t ipped, before being returned to their  ou tdoor home.  

o Ear-t ipping is  the univ ersa l sy mbol of a  s ter ilized and v accinated 
outdoor/ fera l ca t  to prev ent fu ture, unnecessary  re-trapping. It  
inv olv es remov ing approx imately  one quarter-inch off  the t ip  of a  
ca t ' s  lef t  ear in a  s t ra ight line cu t . This  is  done w hile the ca t  is  
anesthet ized for spay / neuter ing and healing is  rapid.   

• Large sca le TNR  programs w hich target  ent ire colonies are an effect iv e 
component of a  mult imodal approach to reducing the number of 
ca ts . Because the ca ts  cannot reproduce, the popula t ion w ill s tabilize and 
ev entually  decline.    

• Cats choose to res ide in locat ions for tw o reasons: (1) there is  a  food 
source (in tended or not ) and (2) there is  a  form  of shelter . W hen cats  are 
remov ed from an area, new  cats  w ill mov e in or surv iv ors  w ill breed to 
capacity . A bandoned cats , of fspr ing, and s tray s may  a lso repopula te the 
area. The remov al of ca t (s ) f rom a popula t ion is  not enough to manage 
the popula t ion in the long term .  

• TNR  benef its  both the ca ts  and the community . In addit ion to controlling 
the popula t ion, undes irable behav iours rela ted to mat ing  such as 
f ight ing, roam ing, and noise  are reduced as more ca ts  are neutered. R isk  
of d isease t ransm iss ion is  a lso reduced w ith v accinat ions conducted as 
part  of TNR .    

• Because TNR  returns fera l ca ts  to their  orig ina l area, they  are not 
adm it ted to a shelter . This  reduces the eu thanasia of  healthy  ca ts  w ho 
may  be deemed unsu itable for rehom ing due to their  h igh r isk  of 
comprom ised w elfare as a resu lt  of  their  fera l nature.   

• P ublic educat ion surrounding the importance of spay ing and neuter ing 
ca ts , the most  ef fect iv e management s t ra tegies of colonies, and the 
env ironmenta l and w elfare implica t ions of a llow ing ca ts  to roam 
freely  are crucia l to reduce the number of  free roam ing ca ts .   
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