
   

The Feral Cat Problem 
By: Don McBrayer 

Feral Cats, and how to handle them, has been an ongoing topic at Town Board meetings for a number of 

years. The Town Board is aware of the recent increase in the number of stray and feral cats, but find it 

difficult to offer solutions that are effective without being cruel to the cats or a burden on the tax payer. 

My thinking is that the first step to resolving a problem is by understanding the problem. If we 

understand what feral cats are, how the live, what the risk to humans and pets are, and how to control 

their numbers we can begin to take steps to get feral cats under control.  

What is a feral cat? 

A feral cat is a cat that does not socialize with humans. They are usually 2nd or 3rd generation cats that 

have never been pets or lived in a home. They are clean, robust animals that can fend for themselves 

and are acclimated to living outdoors. They live an average of 2 years (though some studies show they 

can live as long as 10 years or more with proper food and shelter). They are capable of breeding every 

few months. Like many animals in the wild, they produce a lot of offspring to offset the fact that 75% of 

their young do not survive past six months. They very rarely carry disease, and are no more a threat to 

humans or other pets than domesticated cats. Think of them like we do pigeons or squirrels; living near 

humans, depending on us to some degree, but not tame. It is very difficult to make a feral cat a pet. 

Learn more at: 

www.alleycat.org/FeralCat 

www.forgottencats.org/feralcat.php 

www.aspca.org/adopt/feral-cats-faq 

 

www.alleycat.org/FeralCat
www.forgottencats.org/feralcat.php
www.aspca.org/adopt/feral-cats-faq


It's important to know the difference between a feral cat and a stray (abandoned) cat.  

Stray: 
 May approach people. 
 Will likely live alone, not be part of a group. 
 Might walk and move like a housecat, such as walking 

with tail up—a sign of friendliness. 
 Will make eye contact. 
 May be vocal, meow, or “answer” your voice. 
 Visible primarily during the daytime. 
 Will probably be dirty or disheveled. 

Feral: 
 Will not approach people. 
 May belong to a colony. 
 May crawl, crouch, stay low to the ground, and protect 

body with tail. 
 Unlikely to make eye contact. 
 Won’t meow, beg, or purr. 
 Nocturnal, rarely seen during the day. 
 Will have a clean, well-kept coat.  

 

Learn more at: www.alleycat.org/StrayorFeral 

According to NeighborhoodCats.com: www.neighborhoodcats.org/HOW_TO_WHAT_IS_FERAL_CAT  

It's important to recognize that if a cat is truly feral, then the most compassionate choice might be to 

allow them to live outdoors. Trying to domesticate them would be no different than trying to make a 

squirrel or a raccoon a household companion - you might succeed somewhat, but never fully and only 

with a great deal of time and patience. Moreover, you would not be permitting the animal to live in a 

manner that suits him best. Many well-meaning people, convinced they are "saving" a feral cat by 

bringing him indoors, end up condemning the poor creature to a life of hiding under the bed and being 

in constant fear. 

So what should we do? 

Trap, Neuter, and Release (TNR) programs are the best way to control feral cat populations. In Clinton 

County TNR services tend to come and go. The best recommendation would be to contact your local pet 

shelter, or pet store for information regarding any TNR programs in your area.  

The simple truth is this: Feral cats are a reality that people have been dealing with for thousands of 

years. They will never be eliminated. TNR programs help control populations, but you and your 

neighbors can also take steps to help. 

 Make sure your garbage cans are sealed. 

 Don't leave pet food out for your dog or house cat. 

 Look around your home, garage, sheds, and decks for areas that could be used by feral cats as 

shelter, and block access. This can also be accomplished with cat repellents. Learn more at: 

www.havahart.com/how-to-repel-feral-cats 

If you do decide to feed feral cats: 

Source: www.feralfelines.net/fs_carefeeding.htm 

 Look for evidence that a colony is being cared for: food dishes, water bowls, or shelters. If no 

one seems to be feeding the cats, put food out once a day, preferably dry food. Leave it in as 

inconspicuous a place as possible: under shrubs, behind dumpsters, or near walls, where the 

cats can feed safely. Don't forget fresh water! 

 Stick to a regular schedule if you can. Consistent feeding will make trapping easier. 

www.alleycat.org/StrayorFeral
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 Minimize the number of feeding stations. Fewer feeding stations means less work and less 

chance that the cats will be noticed. It also makes keeping an eye on the cats and monitor the 

colony for newcomers easier. Feed the cats in areas as secluded as possible, away from human 

activity. 

 Do not feed at night. Conflicts with nocturnal wildlife are one of the primary reasons neighbors 

complain about feral cat colonies, and daytime feeding reduces the chance of wild animals 

helping themselves to the cats' food. 

 Keep feeding areas clean. Change the dishes when they get dirty, and pick up trash even if it 

isn't yours. Don't leave empty cans or large piles of food. Dry food is less messy than canned, 

and if you feed only dry food, canned food will be a more enticing treat, making trapping much 

easier. 

 Keep a low profile. "Out of sight, out of mind" is the motto of many feral cat caregivers. Be 

inconspicuous in your feeding activities. If someone notices what you're doing and asks about it, 

explain that altering and feeding feral cats decreases their numbers quickly and humanely. Most 

people will be supportive. 

 Share responsibilities. Have friends, co-workers, family members, or other caregivers who will 

feed the cats one day a week or colony sit while you're on vacation. Perhaps they can socialize a 

kitten or keep a cat for post-surgery recovery while you continue trapping. The more people 

who participate in caring for a colony, the better off the cats--and you--will be.  

 

Like other critters that live among us feral cats are here to stay, but with some understanding and 

proper action they do not need to be a burden. We simply need to understand their nature so we'll 

know when to help, and when to leave them alone. 

 


