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Coping With Cat Allergies

Studies report that approximately 15% of the pop-

ulation suffers from pet-related allergies and about one-

third of Americans who are allergic to cats continue to

live with one (or more) cats in spite of their allergy. For

many, the benefits and joys of owning a cat outweigh

the discomforts of an allergy and the nuisance of coping

strategies.

People often think, incorrectly, that the cat’s fur

itself is the source of the allergy. In fact, the cause of a

cat allergy is not the fur, but rather an allergic substance

(an allergen) called Fel d 1 (from “Felis domesticus aller-

gen 1”) that is produced in the sebaceous glands of a

cat’s skin. The allergen is found in dander (small flakes

of dried skin), saliva, and urine. When cats lick their fur

during grooming, they deposit saliva containing the

allergen on their skin and fur. Once the saliva dries, the

allergens can become airborne and may be inhaled into

your nose and lungs. Airborne allergen particles are

microscopic (10x smaller than pollen or dust particles)

and sticky, adhering to clothing, furniture, drapes, and

carpets. When inhaled by a sensitive person, allergic

symptoms such as a stuffy or runny nose, itchy or

watery eyes, sneezing, congestion, shortness of breath,

coughing, wheezing, or itchy rashes or hives on the skin

may result. Interestingly, male cats produce more Fel d 1

than female cats and neutered males produce less than

non-neutered males. There is, however, no  “non-aller-

gic” breed of cat; even hairless cats can be allergenic.

Allergies to a pet may develop at any time, even

after prolonged contact with animals has convinced you

that you are not allergic. The cause may actually be that

a combination of allergens in the home has reached a

certain level, a “threshold level”, which your body will

no longer tolerate. Don’t immediately assume that you

are allergic to your pet. An allergist can test for allergies

to pet dander, if there is a question. Allergies are cumu-

lative, meaning that they build up. Whether a person

has allergic symptoms depends on the amount of aller-

gens in the environment at one time. Most allergy suf-

ferers are sensitive to more than one allergen.

Controlling the levels of other allergens such as molds

and fungi, dust mites, pollen, cigarette smoke, and cock-

roaches may be enough to reduce or eliminate your “cat

allergy.” Although removing your pet from your home

may reduce allergic symptoms, it is important to realize

that cat allergen is found in almost one third of homes

without a cat, because it can be carried on clothing and

because it stays long after the cat is gone. Even with vig-

orous cleaning, some cat allergen will probably remain

in your home for 6 months or longer. Before resorting to

giving up your pet, try the coping strategies listed

below. Depending on the severity of your allergy, adopt-

ing some or all of these coping strategies may be suffi-

cient to continue happily living with your cat.

Coping Strategies 

•  Keep pets out of bedroom and definitely off the bed to

create an “allergy-free” zone 

•  Reduce your contact with other allergens; wear a

mask while dusting, don’t smoke, wash hands after

pet contact 

•  Bathe cat weekly (have non-allergic family member

do this or use a professional groomer); bathing can

reduce the level of allergens on the fur by up to 84%.

Check with your vet for shampoo recommendations

and tips on bathing your cat 

•  Have non-allergic family member brush cat outside

(daily) and clean litter box (avoid deodorized litter

and litter with a lot of dust, as these may cause irrita-

tion as well)

•  Avoid dust and dander catching furnishings such as

upholstered furniture

•  Remove carpets in favor of hardwood floors

•  Replace drapes and blankets with washable fabrics,

wash often

•  Vacuum floors daily; use a “microfilter” bag in the

vacuum cleaner to catch the allergens

•  Use HEPA air purification appliances throughout

your home 

•  Add air cleaner with HEPA filter to central heating

and air conditioning or replace filters often 

•  Wipe walls and flat surfaces regularly
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During the Fall of 2002, GNHCP received a

call from the Shelton Boys & Girls Club that they

had raised money for the organization's

spay/neuter program. The BR-KAT Group sold

hand-made greeting cards, detailed with messages

about responsible pet ownership, animal care, and

the importance of spay/neuter (see below). Their

efforts yielded $135 for GNHCP's spay/neuter pro-

gram.

For several years, GNHCP volunteers have

been making shelters for cats that live outdoors.

The organization receives donations of supplies:

cardboard boxes, vinyl insulation sheets, trashbags,

duct tape and straw. The shelters are becoming

more and more popular and the organization actu-

ally receives orders during the winter months.

GNHCP received a call from Liam Considine, a

teacher at the Foote School in New Haven. The stu-

dents in his class were interested in doing some-

thing to help cats in New Haven. GNHCP President,

Cheryl DeFilippo, suggested hosting a shelter-mak-

ing session. The forum provided an opportunity to

discuss the importance of responsible pet owner-

ship and  respect for animals to a very impression-

able group of teenage students and yielded one

dozen shelters -- which are already in use.

In April, The Greater New Haven Cat Project,

Inc. (GNHCP) held it’s first educational dis-

cussion at RJ Julia Bookstore in Madison. RJ

Julia tied our discussion in with a pet poetry

contest to coincide with National Pet Month.

Twenty-four children between the ages of

four and twelve were involved in making cat

masks out of felt, paper, and popsicle sticks.

GNHCP volunteer Shawna Bartkus, who

began with an open question and answer ses-

sion about cats, led the discussion. Questions

ranged from “What are cats whiskers for?” to

“How do cats have kittens?” to “How many

bones are in a cat’s body?” The children dis-

played creativity in their questions, responses

and in creating their cat masks. The session con-

cluded with the creation of a cat mask pyramid,

with the children reading aloud the number of kit-

tens that could be born over a period of five years if

a pet cat was not spayed/neutered. Before the chil-

dren left, one final question was presented: “What

should we do when we adopt a cat or kitten?” The

response was prompt and affirmative: “Spay and

Neuter!!” The discussion was well received by the

children, parents and RJ Julia Bookstore staff.

GNHCP will be reaching out to more children at

future events.

Cat Allergies continued from page 1

The Tommy Fund began in 1999 to raise

money to pay for a crucial ultrasound for a home-

less four-month old kitten rescued from the streets

in New Haven. During his first check-up, the veteri-

narian discovered a severe heart murmur and an

ultrasound was needed to

diagnose the problem correct-

ly. The Greater New Haven Cat

Project, Inc. (GNHCP) was able

to raise the $200 necessary to

provide Tommy with the ultra-

sound. After medical treat-

ment, rest and lots of love from

his adopted parents, Tommy is

a happy, healthy and extremely

playful adult cat.

GNHCP has continued

the Tommy Fund in order to

provide care to other rescued

cats requiring special care.

Through generous contributions, GNHCP has been

able to help many special needs cats, including

those who have serious illnesses or injuries. Money

raised will help cover veterinary care beyond the

spay/neuter and vaccinations that GNHCP provides

to all rescued cats. Extraordinary care includes

diagnostic procedures (x-rays, ultrasounds, biop-

sies), as well as surgical procedures and on-going

medical treatments (medicines, special foods,

emergency veterinary visits).

Mary is a eleven month

old, domestic short-hair kitten.

She was rescued from a feral cat

colony in Wallingford. While

living outside, she suffered a

trauma to her right eye which

has left her with partial visual

impairment and requiring eye

ointment for the remainder of

her life. Mary is a little feisty,

but also very lovable and enjoys

being with other cats. Mary is

very easy to medicate.

Donations to the Tommy

Fund can be sent to GNHCP, P.O. Box 1432, New

Haven, CT 06506. Donations are tax deductible. If

you are interested in adopting your very own

Tommy, please call (203) 782-CATS.

Youth Education

Above: Students build feral cat helters at Foote

School in New Haven. Below: Children show off

their cat masks at RJ Julia Bookstore, Madison.

The Tommy Fund

Meet Mary, a Tommy Fund

“Member”

•  Consider trying a mineral oil-based pet mois-

turizer to reduce excessive flaking (e.g., Dander

Seal by Wina Products Co) or a pet shampoo

designed to remove allergens (eg, Allerpet)

•  Consult an allergist. Over-the counter or pre-

scription allergy medications may be recom-

mended. Also, allergy shots may be an option

to improve symptoms.In this treatment,allergy-

causing proteins are injected under the skin,

triggering the production of antibodies (pro-

tective proteins), which will block the pet aller-

gen from causing a reaction. Patients are usu-

ally given one dose per week for a few weeks to

months (depending on allergy severity) and

then 1 shot per month.

“There’s no need 
for a piece of 
sculpture in a 

home that has a cat.”

- Wesley Bates, American writer



When The Greater New Haven Cat Project, Inc.

(GNHCP) engages in a trap/neuter/return (t/n/r)

session, it provides pre-operative and post-opera-

tive care for the feral cat(s). On the evening before

surgery, cats are brought in humane traps to a cov-

ered garage where they are placed off the ground by

blocks of wood and are covered with blankets to

help keep them calm and warm. The following

morning, cats are transported to the veterinarian.

After surgery, each cat is placed in a carrier by the

veterinarian to ease recovery from anesthesia. The

cats are picked up from the vet on the same day as

the surgery and are returned to a covered garage

where GNHCP volunteers monitor them during

their recovery period. The carriers are again raised

off the ground by blocks of wood and are covered

with blankets to help keep the cats warm. If the cats

are fully alert by early evening, they are given a

small amount of dry food and fresh water.

Otherwise, each cat is given dry food and fresh

water the following morning. The newspapers or

towels in each carrier are changed on a daily basis.

This enables the volunteer to check for discharges

that might indicate a problem which requires fur-

ther veterinary care. If there are any symptoms of

an upper respiratory infection or parasites, the cat

is seen by a vet and administered the appropriate

veterinary remedy. Male cats are generally held for

1 day prior to being returned to the colony; females

are held for at least 2 days. The cats are returned to

their colony at a time when they would routinely be

fed. If the t/n/r session renders friendly cats, every

effort is made to find foster homes so that the cats

can be placed in permanent homes. Veterinarians

use dissolvable sutures so that retrapping for suture

removal is not necessary.

During 2001, GNHCP was able to spay/neuter

225 feral cats in the Greater New Haven area.

During 2002, that number increased to 325. It is our

firm belief that our efforts on behalf of the feline

population benefit not only cats, but the members

of our community as well, in ways that are both

practical as well as ethical. From our perspective, it

may be said that we are not only addressing an

urgent animal welfare issue in our environment,

but also redressing a wrong, insofar as feral cat

overpopulation is the direct result of human negli-

gence, irresponsibility, and occasionally, outright

cruelty. Our work is, however, a testament to our

faith in fundamental humanistic values, and our

belief that most of the people in our community

share those values. Our efforts have already helped

mitigate the overpopulation crisis, but we, and oth-

ers, need to do more. In working to improve the

lives of cats, we look with optimism to a more

humane future for all of us.

GNHCP’s Spay/Neuter
Program and
Trap/Neuter/Return

Ask Gus Vandermaelen, III about the defining

moment in his “career” as a GNHCP volunteer and

rescue coordinator, and he’ll relate the story of how

he got “hooked” and drawn into the Project’s

Trap/Neuter/Return (T/N/R) Program. It was in

early 2001 shortly after the State Street Center had

opened. Gus had already been involved with the

GNHCP, but mostly on the periphery. “I visited the

Center during the Open House, and I’ve always had

animals, so I figured I’d help out. I donated things

they needed – gloves, odds and ends, that was

about it.” But in her own inimitable way, GNHCP

President Cheryl DeFilippo spotted greater poten-

tial and began to work on developing it. She asked

Gus to contribute in other ways.“Because I worked

second shift, I could help out with the transport. I

drove cats back and forth from other volunteer’s

houses to the TEAM van. I was happy with this.”

Gus laughs as he tells how his involvement grew at

an alarmingly rapid rate. “Cheryl asked me to help

another volunteer trap some cats on Wolcott Street.

Things went pretty smoothly and I thought ‘This is

so easy.’ I got more calls from Cheryl, and I got

involved in doing more and more trapping and res-

cues.” But about that defining moment?  It occurred

some time early on. “It was a busy trapping day at

my house – people were coming and going and

someone dropped off a cat and said it was preg-

nant. The next morning, when Cheryl and I were

filling out paperwork, I hear Cheryl yelling ‘Oh My

God!’” As it turns out, that pregnant cat decided to

have her litter right then and there, in the trap, in

Gus’ garage. It was to be his first experience as a fos-

ter dad. “We got the mother and kittens into a dog

crate, and they ended up in my spare bedroom.And

you know, certain things happen in life, and they

touch you. Seeing the mom and the kittens in my

house, I really understood why we’re doing what

we’re doing.” Since then, Gus has participated in

helping GNHCP spay/neuter 225 cats in 2001 and

325 cats in 2002. Most of these happen at night,

after he gets out of work at his second shift job,

many in some of the roughest neighborhoods in

the New Haven area. Ever the optimist, Gus notes

that the people he comes across on these nighttime

excursions have never really given him a hard time.

He reports only one hostile encounter, and though

“sometimes people want to do things their own

way” regarding the trapping, with a little patience

and a lot of explanation, things work out in the cats’

favor in the end.“I guess I have a high tolerance for

aggravation, because I just stay calm.”This Zen-like

serenity has served him well during difficult cir-

cumstances, including the notorious Winthrop

Avenue incident, which Gus succinctly describes as

“the rescue from hell.” And about those first foster

kittens? Since that time, Gus has opened his home

to at least four or five other “batches” of moms and

kittens. As he puts it,“the house just isn’t the same

without a bunch of kittens running around.” That’s

one lucky bunch of kittens, thanks to the dedica-

tion and kindness of one selfless man.

The ever-smiling Gus Vandermaelen, III

Volunteer Spotlight
by Natalya Sapko
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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


