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Problems with Trap-Neuter-Release  
 
Trap-neuter-release, or TNR, is touted by some as a humane solution to the problems posed by feral cats (Felis catus). In 
this approach, cats are trapped in cage or box traps, marked with a clipped ear, sterilized, and then returned to a feral cat 
colony. While TNR promoters claim it will reduce cat populations, the science tells us that TNR puts wildlife in 

peril while failing to bring cat populations under control or address related health concerns. 
 
TNR is presented as a way to humanely stabilize and decrease cat populations. Many studies have found that TNR as a 
management tool fails to do so.1,2,3,4,5,6 Its advocates describe cats as territorial animals that stay in their home range and 
keep new cats out. In fact, resident cats do not keep newcomers from feeding or joining the colony, and enough cats are 
dumped illegally or attracted to the food supply at TNR colonies to outweigh losses due to death or adoption.7 A study on 
Catalina Island, California, monitored the movements of sterilized and intact cats from managed colonies, and found no 
difference in the range sizes of the two groups. Cats still moved away from the feeding stations into the more rugged 
adjacent lands, decreasing the feasibility of trapping all animals and increasing their ecological impact.8 
 
 

 
A feral cat in poor health, trapped in East Brunswick, New Jersey.  
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It appears that the majority of TNR cats are not vaccinated, creating a major public health concern. Jessup (2004) cites the 
actions of Maddie’s fund, a pet rescue organization, which paid members of the California Association of Veterinary 
Medicine to neuter or spay feral cats, but did not require them to vaccinate or otherwise treat the cats. Ultimately, over 
90,000 cats were released without rabies vaccinations.9 
 
Managed cat colonies are often claimed to be the cheapest form of control for areas with feral cats. In Akron, Ohio, nearly 
2,500 cats were trapped from public parks. Of these, approximately 500 were adopted while the remaining 2,000 feral, 
diseased, or injured cats were euthanized. The entire project cost less than $27,000.10 At the costs paid by Maddie’s Fund 
in California ($50/neuter, $70/spay), sterilizing just 500 cats would cost approximately $30,000, in addition to the costs of 
trapping, euthanasia for the sick or injured, and subsequent feeding of all the rest. 
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TNR supporters insist that removing cats will create a vacuum effect allowing even more cats to move into the area. 
Winter (2004) outlines several examples in which removal of cats and feeding stations eliminates or nearly eliminates 
local cat populations and is followed by the return of native bird species.  
 
According to TNR promoters, feral cat colonies also provide natural rodent control. However, one peer-reviewed study 
found that the house mouse (Mus musculus) was more common in parks with managed cat colonies, leading the authors to 
conclude that cats upset the balance of rodent populations and could lead to the expansion of house mice into previously 
unoccupied ranges.11 
 
One claim is that humans, not cats, are the cause of declining bird populations, and focusing on cats distracts 
conservationists from the real problem. Certainly habitat loss and fragmentation have pushed birds and other native 
species to the brink, amplifying the effects of an invasive predator like the domestic cat, which can easily cause local 
extirpations of species with diminished ranges and populations. In fact, studies have found that cat-related mortalities 
among birds approach or exceed best estimates of the entire local bird population.12,13 Wildlife professionals and managers 
can and should address all legitimate threats to wildlife.  

 
TNR does not live up to the many promises its proponents make: it has been shown to fail at decreasing feral cat 
populations, protecting native wildlife, addressing public concerns, controlling pests, and reducing costs. Clearly, this 
misguided management tool should be uniformly rejected. 
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