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Trap-Neuter-Return: A Humane Solution 

for Controlling Feral Cat Overpopulation

What is a Feral Cat?

Feral cats are the wild offspring of domestic cats.

They are not really “wildlife” since they are domes-

ticated animals incapable of surviving in the wild,

nor are they “pets,”as they do not trust humans and

are too poorly socialized to be handled. It’s estimat-

ed that feral cats number in the tens of millions in

the United States. The cause of the feral cat popula-

tion is mostly due to cats and kittens that were

abandoned by their owners and left to fend for

themselves. Colonies of these undomesticated cats

can be found in urban, suburban, and rural areas.

Anywhere where there are people and a food source

is a potential site for a growing feral cat colony.

The Problem

Everyone agrees that feral

cat overpopulation is a

problem. The situation is

not healthy for the cats

themselves, as they face

death by starvation, dis-

ease, the elements, abuse,

traffic, or predatory ani-

mals. It’s estimated that

60%-70% of wild-born

kittens will die in their

first 6 months. Aside from

the dangerous living conditions for the cats, are the

problems they create for their human neighbors.

Those living near a cat colony complain of the

spraying, howling, and fighting of mating cats and

also see the cats as a threat to birds and wildlife.

The best way to deal with feral cat colonies is a mat-

ter of debate. Those sympathetic to the plight of

these animals often leave food for them. This can

attract more cats, which in turn can bring more

disease transmission and more kittens. It may also

attract other animals that may be predators or car-

riers of rabies and other diseases.

If trapped and socialized at an early age (between

5-12 weeks of age is considered the critical period

of socialization), feral kittens may make friendly

pets; however, left alone with the elements, the 

kittens will grow up to fear humans and it may be

impossible to introduce them into a home setting.

It is very difficult to find loving homes for adult

feral cats, as most people want to adopt a cat who

will be a friendly pet. Unspayed abandoned cats

will quickly breed a new generation. (An unspayed

female cat can produce 2 or more litters per year,

and the offspring of these kittens can total over

400,000 kittens in 7 years time!)

Some groups advocate

trapping and killing feral

cats, but this is seen by

many, including GNHCP,

as an inhumane and inef-

fective approach to the

problem. In addition,

studies have indicated that

rapidly depleting a feral

cat colony population

through trapping and

removal/euthanasia will

only be a short-term solu-

tion; more unsterilized cats will move into the area

and begin a new colony.

The Solution

Trap/Neuter/Return (TNR) is recognized as the

most effective and humane solution to reducing

feral cat populations. This method involves trap-

ping the cats, spaying or neutering them, vac-cinat-

ing them (ideally, though not necessary to be effec-

tive), and after allowing them to recuperate for a

few days, returning them to where they were found.
continued on page 2
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This was the question I asked as I shook

the inert, somewhat stiff tabby that lay

before me. Was it shock, respiratory arrest,

or maybe even hypoglycemia that had

brought Fluffy to this state? I wasn’t sure, but

I knew what I needed to do first. As I bent

over Fluffy’s motionless form, I placed one

hand on his chest and turned my ear toward

his mouth. Look. Listen. Feel. Was Fluffy

breathing on his own? If not, then it was

time to administer kitty mouth to mouth. I

hoped I would do it correctly, and not over-

inflate Fluffy’s delicate lungs. Alrighty then,

here it goes…

Don’t be alarmed. This little tableau is

not a scene from reality, or even reality T.V.

Fluffy is a sweet, but somewhat worn man-

nequin (catequin -?) used by the American

Red Cross to help teach individuals the basic

principles of Pet First Aid. This past sum-

mer, I enrolled in a class to learn these prin-

ciples, hoping I would never need to use

them, but intuiting that I’d be better off

knowing them just in case. The course, a

four-hour session, was taught at the South

Central Connecticut Chapter on Whitney

Avenue by the delightful Eileen Hazard, who

is certified in both Human and Pet First Aid.

I and about a dozen other folks learned how

to dress wounds, make splints and home-

made muzzles, take a kitty pulse, and per-

form CPR (again, poor Fluffy was kind

enough to let us practice on him), among

other things.We learned about the signs and

symptoms of dehydration, allergic reac-

tions, seizures, bloat, and how to perform

the Heimlich maneuver in the event of an

airway obstruction. A complete pet First Aid

kit should include, we were told, needle-nose

pliers and corn syrup! (The latter is in case

of hypoglycemia, or low blood sugar, which

can cause a loss of consciousness.) Some

basics? First, one has to recognize a pet

emergency. And how to do that? “Always

look for unusual sights, sounds, or smells,”

says Ms. Hazard. This includes unusual

breathing patterns, colors (such as gum pal-

lor) or behaviors, all signs that you may

indeed have a pet emergency on your hands.

And what to do next? Well I have neither the

space nor the expertise to tell you that, so I’ll

have to leave it to Ms. Hazard. If you’re inter-

ested in taking the class, give the Red Cross

a call at (203) 787-6721 to find out about

the next session, which I understand will

take place sometime this winter. And if you

do go, please give Fluffy my best.

Trap-Neuter-Return: continued from page 1

Fluffy, Fluffy, Are You Okay?

The released cats will still need “colony care-

takers” who agree to feed and monitor the

health of the cats and provide shelter in cold

weather. Since the cats are no longer able to

reproduce, the colony size is stabilized and

then will gradually diminish. By eliminating

the potential for mating, fighting, spraying,

and wandering are reduced. The health of

the cats is improved and troublesome

behavior is reduced or eliminated. The pos-

itive aspects of the colony, including rodent

control, are still intact.

TNR has been used in the United States as a

formal means of cat population control

since 1980 and has become increasingly

used in communities across the country.

TNR has been successful in such diverse sit-

uations as on Manhattan’s Upper West Side

and on rural college campuses. Success has

been measured by a reduction in the

euthanasia rate after TNR was implemented

and/or by the reduction of strays being

brought to shelters. In addition to being the

most humane solution, TNR has been found

to be less costly than housing, feeding, euth-

anizing, and disposing of unwanted stray

cats. Organizations across the country are

dependent on volunteers and donations to

continue their TNR efforts.

How You Can Help

•  Spay or neuter your own pet to help 

control overpopulation

•  If you feed a feral cat colony, alert an

organization that practices TNR to the

colony and the fact that cats may need 

to be neutered

•  Help with TNR: GNHCP can use help

with trapping the cats, transporting them

to the vet, fostering and socializing feral

kittens, and finding good homes for the

socialized kittens

•  Help raise funds or donate to defray the

cost of TNR supplies

•  Educate others on the importance of

spaying and neutering pets
And remember, Every Cat Matters.

Every Person Counts.

Checking in cats with TEAM

Identification of

cats for tracking

purposes

Picking up cats after their spay/neuter surgery



You’ve Come a 
Long Way, Kitty!

To anyone who has recently come to know

the GNHCP, it appears that the organization is a

well-oiled machine. Volunteers man the phones

to take assistance and adoption calls, there is an

adoption center that is open to the public at reg-

ularly scheduled times, and the indefatigable

president, Cheryl DeFilippo, oversees the direc-

tion and management of the organization. The

Project is run according to a clear set of policies

and procedures, and the phrase “Trap-Neuter-

Return” is familiar language to all involved. But

things were not always this way. Back in the dark

ages of feral cat rescue, a small group of intrepid

individuals struggled on their own, in their own

neighborhoods and backyards, with little sup-

port, financial or otherwise, in order to create the

organization we all know today. And Becky Gibb,

this month’s volunteer in the spotlight, was there

at the very inception of an organization that has

since provided help to thousands of feral cats

and kittens.

In a recent conversation, Becky revealed the

story behind the beginnings of the GNHCP. It

was 1993. She had just moved to the East Rock

area of New Haven, having completed graduate

school at Yale.As Becky became familiar with the

neighborhood, she observed that there was a

group of feral cats and kittens nearby. Becky felt

“a huge obligation” to alleviate the suffering she

saw right outside her door. Little did she realize

just how huge that obligation would turn out to

be!  “I wanted to ignore it. But I couldn’t. I made

myself deal with it every day.” She began to help

her neighbors feed the cats and to find homes for

kittens, but more had to be done.”We would go

out with carriers and just ‘scoop up’ the kittens.

We were able to find homes for them. But the real

problem was the reproducing adults. We knew

we had to do something about them.” And so it

was time to get some help.

Becky began to make phone calls. Some

individuals from a rescue group in Fairfield

County were willing to provide support. Trap-

Neuter-Return in the East Rock neighborhood

had begun. They labored to address the problem,

and spent the next three years doing so. They

learned as they went along, and began to do the

trapping themselves. They turned garages into

impromptu cat shelters, fielded assistance

requests, and were fortunate to work with gener-

ous, committed veterinarians, as all expenses

came from individuals’ pockets. They made

progress.

In the spring of 1996 Spay USA held a feral

cat conference in New Haven. From this meeting,

The Greater New Haven Cat Project was formed

among attendees from the New Haven area who

had been rescuing and helping cats on their own.

Ideas about how to help began to crystallize into

formal policies and procedures. A mission state-

ment, emphasizing “alleviating the suffering of

abandoned and feral cats”was written. Nonprofit

status, which would take three years to achieve,

was sought. A foster home network was formed,

with recruiting taking place in Yale lecture halls.

And yet the grass roots flavor would remain. “It

was mostly by word of mouth. Postering, com-

municating with vets, that’s how adoptions were

made.” The network grew and grew.

Today, the GNHCP has a somewhat differ-

ent appearance. A website, an adoption center 

on State Street, participation in national

spay/neuter events, fall dances, and parties held

for making feral cat shelters. You have come a

long way! But some things remain the same. The

commitment, the dedication, the willingness to

sacrifice time and money. The need for those

qualities and the people who exhibit them still

exists. The need also still exists for those very

unique individuals like Becky Gibb, who are will-

ing to take a risk, do what needs to be done,

make a difference in the world, and take the rest

of us along with them.

Volunteer 
Spotlight

by Natalya Sapko

Charitable
Giving is Tax

Deductible
At GNHCP, we keep our overhead costs

low and the benefits for felines high.We

have a strong tradition of stretching our

donors’ dollars as far as they can go.

Our work would not be possible with-

out the generous financial support of

caring people like you. In 2002,

GNHCP was able to provide

spay/neuter and veterinary assistance

to 325 feral and stray cats in the greater

New Haven area. In addition, 200 cats

who were once homeless were placed in

permanent homes!

Your donation will go to work instantly

to enable GNHCP to continue its mis-

sion to address cat overpopulation

through spaying/neutering and provid-

ing assistance to cats in the Greater New

Haven area. If you prefer, you can des-

ignate where you would like your dona-

tion to be used: to provide food and vet-

erinary care for cats in foster care; to

provide veterinary care for our special

needs cats (The Tommy Fund); to the

spay/neuter program for feral and stray

cats; or for overhead at our Center (i.e.,

electric bill, rent, etc).With the flurry of

activity that takes place from mid-

November through the end of the cal-

endar year, now is the time to consider

a tax-deductible donation to GNHCP.

The GNHCP is an authorized tax-

exempt, non-profit organization under

Section 501(c)(3) of the Internal

Revenue Code. And what does it mean

to be a 501(c)(3) organization? For

charities, this means that they can

accept contributions and offer donors a

tax deduction for their gifts. For donors

like you, this means your contributions

are fully tax-deductible to the amount

allowed by law.

Please help GNHCP continue its good

work. Thank you.

Becky’s cat

Punkyboodle

Becky’s 

cat Boots
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Gift Order form

Item ________________________________________

Item ________________________________________

Sizes ______ Color ______ Price_________

Total_________

Ship to:

Name ________________________________________ 

Address ______________________________________

City__________________ State ______ Zip _________

Telephone_____________________________________

Shipping and handling for 1 item $3.95, for two
items $4.95. Please make your check out to:
The Greater New Haven Cat Project, Inc and
mail along with this form to P.O. Box 1432, New
Haven, CT 06506. For more than two items please
call us at the Center 203-782-CATS for shipping
and handling charges.

Show your cat colors by giving and wearing
Greater New Haven Cat Project
Cat-friendly
Merchandise.

Tee-shirts with GNHCP Logo $15.00
(adult sizes medium, large, extra large)

Sweatshirts with GNHCP Logo $20.00
(adult sizes: Small/Medium/Large/Extra large)
(colors: red, natural, blue, gray)

Tote Bags (with GNHCP logo) $12.75

Bookmarks $3.75

All prices include CT State 6% sales tax


