
Back in the early ’90s, the Santa Cruz 
Sentinel did a profile of my shel-
ter jauntily titled “From Canines to 
Constrictors with the SPCA.” The 
picture of me (at right) ran with it, 
and whenever I happen across the 
story, I remember the pride I felt in 
that uniform (in spite of my regret-
table cat-carrying technique. Note to 
former self: Next time throw a towel 
over the carrier!). I also remember 
the dedication I felt toward the ani-
mals in our care. I know a lot of you 
will relate to what I told the reporter 
that day: “I work with people. I like 
people. But the reason I do this job is 
because I love animals.” 

a former aco turned shelter 

veterinarian has a startling message: 

when it comes to stray cats, we’ve 

been doing it wrong
by kate hUrley, d.v.M.
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For all my enthusiasm, I also talked to the reporter 
about the dark side of the job. That year, more than 4,500 
animals lost their lives at that shelter. The cat I was car-
rying had only about a 25 percent chance of leaving alive. 
Had she been unsocialized, her chance would have been 
zero. Our policy was to euthanize feral cats immediately, 
so it would have been my job to march back to the eutha-
nasia room, and perform that sad task myself. 

And that’s something I did, with the most care and 
professionalism I could muster, too many times to count. 
I did this even though I loved cats, even though my nick-
name as a kid was “Little Kat” Hurley, even though my best 
friend growing up was an immense tortoiseshell cat named 
Pussywillow. I did this even though it broke my heart. 

Why? Certainly not for lack of caring. Indeed, shelters 
exist because people care. They exist with a goal of protect-
ing animals, preventing cruelty and suffering, promoting 
healthy, humane communities, and solving the problems 
associated with companion animal overpopulation. And 
they—we—have had remarkable success. On a per-capita 
basis, shelter euthanasia in the United States has reportedly 
decreased more than 10-fold since the early ’70s. 

But if you look closer, you’ll see the news is not all 
good—especially for cats. Although some communities 
are doing much better, in my home state of California, 
the odds of a cat leaving a shelter alive are still only 
about one in four. Across America, outcomes for cats 

may be improving, but not nearly as quickly as they are 
for dogs. In some communities, feline intake and eu-
thanasia continue to rise. 

Why? For the answer to this question, we need look 
no further than the unowned cats sauntering through the 
alley behind the gym, loitering by the dumpster at the local 
fast food joint, or hanging around our own backyards. 

the Community CAt GAp
Until recently, most sheltering programs simply didn’t 
focus on the role that unowned animals play in shelter 
intake and euthanasia. But to educate owners on the 
benefits of sterilization or training that might help them 
keep their misbehaving cat in the home, there has to be 
an owner getting the message. In order for adoptions to 
reduce shelter euthanasia, the animals concerned have to 
be suitable for a home environment. 

Feral and unsocialized cats defy these requirements. 
Often there is no caretaker to avail themselves of low-cost 
services or benefit from programs aimed at helping pets 
stay in their homes. No matter how long the stray holding 
period, there is no one to come looking for an unowned 
cat, and the number of unsocialized cats entering most 
shelters far exceeds the number of barn or alternative 
homes to be found. And the role played by these cats is 
far from trivial—in fact, researchers have estimated that 
the population of unowned or “community cats” missed 

a new plan for outdoor cats
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Volunteer Elisa 
Hamilton of the 
nonprofit Town Cats 
releases a cat back 
into the community 
as part of a shelter-
neuter-return 
program in the San 
Jose area. 
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benefits individual cats and relieves 
nuisance concerns, statistical models 
tell us that 75 percent or more of a cat 
population needs to be altered to have 
any overall impact. Detractors of TNR 
argue that this level of sterilization is 
rarely attained, and argue for euthana-
sia as the logical alternative. However, 
the same statistical models predict that 
at least 50 percent of cats need to be eu-
thanized to have any impact. So overall, 
neither approach will be effective unless 
a sufficient proportion of cats is reached. 

The gap in most communities be-
tween reality and the level of euthanasia 
required for population control is stag-
gering. In “The impact of free-ranging 
domestic cats on wildlife of the United 
States,” the study that triggered the lat-
est round of controversy over cat preda-
tion, the authors’ calculations are based on 
an estimate of 30-80 million free-roaming 
unowned cats in the U.S. Currently it’s esti-
mated that around two million cats are being 
euthanized nationally each year. To reach the 
50 percent threshold, then, across the coun-
try we would need to euthanize 8-20 times as 
many cats as we are now. Would communities 
stand for—much less pay for—such a dramatic 
increase in cat killings? 

We are clearly not euthanizing enough 
community cats to make even a negligible 
impact on the number of cats in the commu-
nity or their impact on wildlife, community 
health, or feline overpopulation. If it’s not 
helping, it won’t hurt to stop. And in stop-
ping, we can open the door to better ways to 
protect all human and animal members of 
our communities. 

WhAt About the CAts? 
As shelter professionals and animal lovers, 
the welfare of cats is naturally of paramount 
concern. We hate to think of them out on 
the streets, hungry, coping with weather 
extremes, predation, cars, and all the other 
threats that confront free-roaming animals. 
However, data from shelters and TNR clin-
ics reveals that the vast majority of stray 
and unowned cats are in good health, sug-
gesting that these resourceful creatures 
have worked out some source of food and 

by traditional sheltering programs might be as big as the 
population of pet cats in the United States. Gulp.

Fortunately, there is great news hidden in this alarming 
data. Once we understand the role community cats play 
in shelter intake and euthanasia, we can begin to solve the 
problem. And we don’t have to wait decades to do it. 

The fact is that some outdoor-living cats are already 
thriving in communities. Picking up and euthanizing a 
small fraction of them doesn’t serve any of the purposes 
for which shelters were formed. It doesn’t protect the cats 
themselves. It doesn’t help reunite lost cats with owners. It 
doesn’t protect other pets, wildlife, or human health. And 
it doesn’t help control feline overpopulation—if it did, we 
would have solved the problem long ago, when shelters 
were euthanizing 10 times as many cats as they are today. 

Once we recognize this fact, we can just stop eutha-
nizing healthy cats. And we can redirect our efforts at 
programs more likely to benefit cats and communities 
as a whole. 

rethinkinG our ApproACh
Seriously? Just stop euthanizing healthy cats? 

You might be thinking that sounds a little too easy. 
You might also be wondering, “If shelters stop euthaniz-
ing cats, won’t communities soon be overwhelmed by a 
feline population boom? Won’t birds and wildlife be dec-
imated by a sudden superabundance of cats? Won’t the 
cats suffer and starve?” 

I get it. I believed all those things when I was the one 
out there picking up and euthanizing cats, and these are 
questions that continue to arise. The answers lie in rec-
ognizing the limits of what we are currently accomplish-
ing through shelter intake and euthanasia. 

The strongest evidence, interestingly, comes from 
the very same science often used to decry trap-neuter-
return (TNR) programs. While sterilization unarguably 

In addition to 
returning neutered 
and ear-tipped cats 
to the San Jose 
community, volunteers 
distribute information 
via door hangers to 
explain the program  
to residents.

Knowing that 
euthanasia of healthy 
cats neither controls 
feline populations nor 
protects individual cats, 
there is freedom in 
realizing how little we 
have to lose.
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a new plan for outdoor cats

shelter. Several studies have documented survival rates 
for these cats at rates far higher than that of other small 
carnivores—and greatly exceeding the odds of survival 
in a shelter. 

Of course, like any living being, cats are subject to 
hazards, illness, and eventually, the infirmities of old 
age and death. However, cats are the only species for 
which it is routinely argued that a certain death today 
is preferable, for the cat’s own good, to a possible hazard 
in the future. 

So what now? Acknowledging the failures of a sys-
tem in which so much has been invested may be initially 
discouraging, but it opens the door to consideration of 
new possibilities. Knowing that euthanasia of healthy 
cats neither controls feline populations nor protects in-
dividual cats, there is freedom in realizing how little we 
have to lose. With this in mind, there are two increas-
ingly popular options to consider: sterilizing and re-
turning cats to their habitats (shelter-neuter-return), or, 
as a last resort, limiting intake when spay-neuter-return 
is not an option. Over the last few decades, TNR has 
become well-accepted. In these programs, cats are typi-
cally trapped from their community habitat, brought to 
a spay/neuter clinic, then released at the original trap 
site. Regardless of the impact on overall feline popu-
lation size, sterilization and vaccination of 
individual cats is clearly preferable to 
allowing those same cats to con-
tinue breeding unchecked. 

However, the notion long 
persisted that once admit-
ted to a shelter, the option 
of sterilization and return 
was no longer a reasonable 
one. This may have been 
out of concern that citi-
zens bringing stray cats to 
shelters would be vexed to 
see them reappear a few days 
later, albeit minus some repro-
ductive parts and an ear tip. But 
the progress we’ve made in shel-
tering over the last decades has been 
accompanied by a vast shift in the public’s at-
titude toward pets. A recent poll found that more than 
three-quarters of Americans now believe that only sick 
and dangerous animals should be euthanized at shelters, 
and a great majority also believe that community cats 
should be left in place if the alternative is euthanasia. 
This gives us not just the freedom, but a strong mandate, 
to find nonlethal alternatives for healthy cats brought to 
the shelter. 

Recognizing this, more and more shelters are imple-
menting shelter-neuter-return programs (aka SNR) to 
manage healthy stray cats that would otherwise be euth-
anized, either because they are unsocialized or because 
there are simply more cats entering than can be placed 
into adoptive homes. As in traditional TNR programs, 
cats are vaccinated, sterilized, and returned to the loca-
tion where they were found; the only difference is the 
brief stop at the shelter. Spectacular success has been 
reported for SNR programs (read about one of them on 
p. 29), extending even beyond the dramatic reduction in 
euthanasia these programs achieve. Getting SNR cats in 
and out of the shelter quickly frees up time and space for 
other cats awaiting homes. Although SNR programs—
like traditional TNR programs and euthanasia—may not 
impact feline population size overall, by definition they 
target those cats that are most likely to cause concern or 
annoyance to people. Perhaps that’s why SNR programs 
have led to surprisingly large declines in shelter intake, 
as well as a decrease in the number of cats found dead on 
the roadways. 

is snr the pAnACeA? 
Not so fast, you might say. What about shelters that 
can’t afford SNR? What if there is no veterinarian on 

staff, and no local clinic available to provide 
sterilization at a modest price? What 

if there is local legislation pro-
hibiting sterilization and re-

turn of cats to their habitat? 
These are realities facing 
many shelters. 

Fortunately, there is a 
third option: Don’t admit 
hea lt hy cats i f  t he re-
sult would be euthanasia 
of that cat or another to 
make room. In the major-

ity of communities in the 
U.S., there is no legal man-

date for shelters to impound 
every stray cat. 
This idea was a hard sell for me at 

first. I “grew up” professionally at an open-
intake shelter where we took pride in accepting every pet 
that came our way. Our fear was that cats would suffer 
even more dire consequences if we turned them away, re-
gardless of how crowded the shelter conditions or how slim 
the chance for live release. But now we know more about 
community cats. According to the data we have, the vast 
majority of cats in a given community are never touched by 

 Leave the cats alone
 Trap & kill the cats
 Other

A 2007 national telephone 
survey asked: “What would 

you do about un-owned cats 
in the street?”

81%

5%

14%

ContinUeS on PaGe 31
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Insanity has been famously de-

scribed as doing the same thing 

over and over, expecting different 

results. The city shelter in San Jose, 

Calif., took that message to heart. 

The staff thought they were 

doing all the right things to reduce 

cat intake and euthanasia. Low-cost 

spay/neuter services—$5 to neuter 

a male cat, $10 to spay a female—

were available to the public, and 

the shelter did thousands of surger-

ies a year, recalls Jon Cicirelli, direc-

tor of the city’s animal care and 

services department. 

The shelter also worked closely 

with local trap-neuter-return (TNR) 

groups that were managing feral cat 

colonies, allowing colony managers 

to take advantage of the shelter’s 

walk-in spay/neuter services. The 

shelter also held adoption promo-

tions and utilized foster families. 

But the number of cats coming 

in continued to rise, and the num-

ber euthanized was holding steady, 

which frustrated the shelter staff. 

When the shelter manager heard 

about a “Feral Freedom” program 

developed by Rick Ducharme’s First 

Coast No More Homeless Pets in 

Jacksonville, Fla., Cicirelli says the 

shelter and its rescue group part-

ners essentially said, “Well, we’ve 

tried every other darn thing, so let’s 

give this a shot.” 

San Jose’s program began in 

2010. Tweaked to fit the region’s 

needs and christened shelter-

neuter-return (SNR), it has been a 

runaway success, Cicirelli says. In 

three years, the shelter has seen 

its cat intake drop by 25 percent, 

while the euthanasia rate is down 

by 65 percent. 

The shelter hasn’t limited admis-

sion or told people to stop bringing 

in cats, Cicirelli says. What’s changed 

is that healthy stray and outdoor cats 

who would previously have been 

euthanized are now being sterilized, 

vaccinated, treated for parasites, ear 

tipped, microchipped, and returned 

to the community. 

People identify “cats of concern” 

in their neighborhoods (those 

considered a nuisance, or whose 

welfare is at risk), trap them, and 

bring them to the shelter. The shel-

ter provides the medical services, 

then transfers the cats to the non-

profit Town Cats, whose volunteers 

return the cats to where they were 

trapped. Town Cats also distributes 

door hangers (in English, Spanish, 

and Vietnamese) to explain the 

program, talks to residents, and 

maintains a website and phone line 

to address questions and concerns. 

To avoid threats to wildlife popula-

tions, cats are not returned to envi-

ronmentally sensitive areas set aside 

for protected species.  Cicirelli says 

it’s important that cat management 

programs take into account that 

wild animal sanctuaries are not a 

proper place for cats who are likely 

to kill the wildlife being protected.

“It was a big change philo-

sophically. It was not a big change 

operationally,” Cicirelli says. The 

shelter, which has two medical clin-

ics, was already doing spay/neuter 

surgeries daily. The outdoor cats—

whether stray or feral—go through 

the same process as adoptable 

cats, but instead of going on to the 

adoption area, they go back where 

they came from. 

The shelter-based TNR program 

directly targets free-roaming cats 

at least 4 months old throughout 

the community, which Cicirelli says 

makes it more effective than colony 

management on its own. While 

he supports colony management, 

Cicirelli notes that it focuses on small 

situations in single places—say, 20 or 

30 cats living behind a warehouse—

while SNR has a broader impact. 

a new way in San Jose helps cut cat intake, euthanasia
by JaMeS hettinGer

putting it into practice

Intake and euthanasia rates are down at 
San Jose’s shelter, thanks to a program that 
provides spay/neuter surgeries—like the 
one being done here by veterinarian Kelly 
Hovde—for outdoor cats before returning 
them to the community. 



The shelter took in about 11,500 

cats a year before the SNR program 

started, but now that number has 

plummeted to about 8,400. “That 

reduction, from our perspective, is 

directly due to the targeted spay-

ing and neutering that’s occurring,” 

Cicirelli says. 

The program has actually been 

more successful than could have 

been predicted mathematically, 

Cicirelli says. The San Jose shelter 

serves an area of 1.2 million people 

and about 400,000 cats, includ-

ing 150,000 to 200,000 outdoor 

cats. The program spays or neuters 

about 2,500 outdoor cats per year, 

which Cicirelli says doesn’t sound 

like enough to cause a 25 per-

cent drop in intake in three years. 

Shelter officials are drilling into the 

numbers, trying to figure out why 

the impact has been so dramatic.

Cicirelli believes neuter-and-re-

turn works better than lethal con-

trol in part because of increased 

competition for resources, a theory 

commonly applied to wildlife pop-

ulation modeling. You have a num-

ber of cats getting fed in a given 

area, he explains. Removing one 

and euthanizing him means the 

remaining cats each get a greater 

share of the available food, so 

they’ll be healthier and more likely 

to reproduce. But when a sterilized 

cat returns, he takes from the same 

food source as other intact cats, 

thereby diminishing their capacity 

to breed overall, and possibly caus-

ing them to have smaller litters. 

The save rate for adult cats in 

San Jose used to hover around 30 

percent; now it’s about 85 percent. 

It changed quickly, Cicirelli says, 

because the bulk of the cats the 

shelter euthanized were outdoor, 

unowned cats who were generally 

healthy but unsocialized. “Look at 

it a different way,” he says, “and 

suddenly your euthanasia rate is 

flipped on its head.” 

here, There, and everywhere?
Similar programs exist in a variety 

of cities around the country. “Don’t 

think your community is so unique 

that it’d never fly,” Cicirelli says.

The first steps for shelters are 

to figure out how big a program 

you need based on your annual cat 

intake, then find a good partner 

agency and divide the responsibili-

ties. In many cases the nonprofit 

gets grants or donations to provide 

medical services. The San Jose 

model—where the municipal shel-

ter treats the cats—is less common, 

but made sense because the shel-

ter is better-equipped than Town 

Cats to do that work, Cicirelli says. 

Preparing the cats medically to 

return to the community involves 

an additional cost for the shelter, 

but it’s more than offset by the 

savings from reducing intake. The 

shelter is taking in about 3,000 

fewer cats per year. Figuring that it 

costs $100 to take in, shelter, care 

for, and euthanize each cat—a 

conservative estimate—the shelter 

saves $300,000 a year by using the 

SNR approach. “That is real money 

that we’re saving,” Cicirelli says. 

“… That’s more than enough to do 

2,500 spay/neuter surgeries.” 

Some communities hesitate to 

develop SNR programs because 

they fear a negative reaction from 

the public, but Cicirelli has yet to 

find a region where there’s been 

significant backlash, and in most 

cases people embrace the idea. 

“The reality is most people are for 

humane solutions for controlling 

cats,” he says. “They’re not for le-

thal solutions.”

A few people might complain, 

for example, about cats return-

ing to the community. But Cicirelli 

says he’s found that the people 

who complain are the same ones 

who were complaining about cats 

before, and they eventually stop 

when they see the program work-

ing. And the program’s impact is 

well worth fielding a few irate calls. 

“It is clearly reducing the number 

of cats that are in the community, 

it’s clearly reduced the number of 

cats that we have to take in, and it’s 

obviously improved the euthanasia 

rate,” he says. “I’d take that trade-off 

any day.” 

Town Cats volunteers welcome 

the chance to put cats back in fa-

miliar surroundings, says executive 

director Rosemary Mirko. “A lot of 

times you’ll open up the door on the 

carrier, and he’ll know exactly where 

he is and run right back, and his 

friends are all there waiting for him.”

At capacity or not, shelters 

have traditionally taken in all cats 

brought to them, and wound up 

euthanizing the vast majority. But 

Cicirelli says that policy is a habit 

that can be broken. “Nobody ever 

came to us, as a matter of public 

policy, and said, ‘This is how we 

want you to manage cats in the 

community.’” Shelters have taught 

people one method of handling 

outdoor cats, he adds, and now they 

can preach a different philosophy.

“My best piece of advice is really, 

just do it,” Cicirelli says. “… What 

you will find is not only is it a lot eas-

ier than you thought it was going to 

be, but the results are better than 

you could have expected.” n

a new plan for outdoor cats  

“The reality is most 
people are for humane 
solutions for controlling 
cats. They’re not for 
lethal solutions.”
Jon CiCirelli, San JoSe aniMal Care  

& ServiCeS
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I started this article with a reminder of what got me 
into this field in the first place—my love for animals. 
But I’ve come to realize I love people too. I love the peo-
ple who do this challenging, rewarding, necessary, and 
sometimes heartbreaking work. I remember myself as a 
24-year-old field officer, brimming with enthusiasm for 
my chosen profession. I think of how my heart ached 
for the cats we couldn’t save, and whose lives I ended 
with as much compassion as I knew how. I think of 
people still in the trenches, and I mentally multiply the 
number of cats euthanized by the toll each death takes 
on all of us. I picture the river of time, energy, space, 
money, and heartache our profession has poured into 
the seemingly unending task of sheltering and eutha-
nizing healthy cats. 

Then I imagine we just stop. We don’t admit one 
more healthy cat to a shelter than we can release alive. 
And I imagine that enormous river of resources and 
compassion diverted to finding other solutions, to spay/
neuter services, to educating the public, to caring for 
domestic and wild animals, to finding ways to protect 
all the species we treasure. I imagine you, reading this 
article. I wonder what your role is and what it would 
mean to you if we could see a day when no healthy cat 
was euthanized in our shelters. I hope we don’t have to 
wait another 20 years to find out. n

Veterinarian Kate Hurley is the program director of the 

Koret Shelter Medicine Program at the University of 

California-Davis.

a shelter, and the ones who do come in present as physi-
cally healthy. By admitting even a few in excess of the 
number we can care for and release alive, we compromise 
our shelters’ function and ultimately fail to serve cats to 
the best of our ability. Shelters that have eliminated intake 
of healthy feral or stray cats for whom euthanasia would 
be the likely outcome have found they have more time, 
energy, and resources both for the other animals in the 
shelter, and for building programs to better address the 
community’s needs over the long haul. 

If only some of these ideas can be implemented at 
first, they’re still worth pursuing. Think about starting 
small. If a few slots are available for SNR, even once or 
twice a month, a few feral cats can be admitted. When 
the SNR slots are full, alternatives can include referrals 
to the nearest clinic offering this service, as well as the 
many practical and humane strategies to coexist peace-
fully with community cats. Likewise, if even a few barn 
homes can be found, then a few unsocialized cats can 
be admitted, sheltered, and released alive. Meanwhile, 
the remaining cats can stay in the relative safety and 
familiarity of their community “home.” 

An added benefit of allowing unidentified cats to re-
main where they are is that it will actually increase the 
chances of lost cats being reunited with their owners. 
According to a 2007 study by Linda Lord, cats are more 
than 10 times as likely to be returned to their owners 
by means other than a call or visit to a shelter. And cats 
living in communities also have a chance of finding a 
new home; multiple surveys have documented that peo-
ple are more likely to acquire cats as strays than from a 
shelter or rescue. 

Come toGether
Perhaps the greatest benefit of allowing cats to remain in 
communities is that it gives every community member a 
chance to participate in the solution. Shelters have a long 
history of taking this approach when it comes to wild crit-
ters such as raccoons and opossums. Realizing the futility 
of trying to control these species through shelter admission 
and euthanasia, we guide people to other solutions. The 
same can be true for community cats: With a little guid-
ance, many people will rise to the occasion, and find ways 
to coexist peacefully with the cats in their neighborhood. 
Without the illusion that euthanasia can eliminate the con-
cerns associated with cats, wildlife advocates, public health 
officials, and cat aficionados alike can work together to 
find other answers. And while there will no doubt be some 
relentless complainers over this idea—as there are with 
any new policy—some great shelter wisdom applies per-
fectly here: “You’ll be criticized no matter what you do. You 
might as well be criticized for doing the right thing.”

Animal care 
attendant Mariah 
Sleeper prepares a 
cat for surgery as 
part of the shelter-
neuter-return 
program in San 
Jose, which does 
about 2,500 spay/
neuter surgeries 
a year and has 
helped the shelter 
greatly increase its 
save rate.
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