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The Negative Impact of Free-Roaming Cats: 
Fact vs. Fiction 

A number of recent “studies” investigating the impacts of free-roaming cats on both wildlife 
and humans have documented alarming findings, thereby receiving a great deal of media 
attention. Such work is, all too often, little more than a thinly-veiled attempt to undermine 
non-lethal efforts for managing our communities’ stray, abandoned, and feral cats. In fact, 
a careful look at this research reveals a range of claims that fail to stand up to scrutiny.  

TNR opponents claim… 
TNR is not a feasible solution for controlling the population of a feral cat colony.  
 
The reality is… 
TNR is a proven and humane method for reducing the numbers of community cats. TNR 
involves trapping, sterilizing, vaccinating, and releasing community cats back to their 
colonies. Sterile cats can’t reproduce, and over time, TNR therefore reduces the number of 
free roaming cats in the target colony. Among the most well-documented examples: 
 
• A TNR program on the campus of the University of Central Florida begun in 1991 led to 

the adoption of nearly half (47 percent) of the 155 cats living on campus over an 11-
year observation period. In 2002, upon completion of a related six-year study, just 23 
cats remained on campus.1

• In a study comparing sterilized/managed and unsterilized/managed colonies of feral 
cats, researchers observed a 36 percent average decrease among six sterilized 
colonies in the first two years; three unsterilized colonies experienced an average 47 
percent increase over the same period.

  

2 Four-year follow-up census: one colony 
reduced from 10 cats to none; at seven years, another colony originally containing 10 
cats had been reduced to one cat.3

• A 2000–2001 survey of caretakers in Rome, Italy, revealed a 22 percent decrease 
overall in the number of cats in 103 colonies despite a 21 percent rate of “cat 
immigration.” Although some colonies experienced initial increases, numbers began to 
decrease significantly after three years of TNR: “colonies neutered 3, 4, 5 or 6 years 
before the survey showed progressive decreases of 16, 29, 28 and 32 percent, 
respectively.”
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TNR opponents claim… 

   

Free-roaming cats in the United States and are responsible for the deaths of estimated 
1.4–3.7 billion birds and 6.9–20.7 billion mammals annually.5

 
 

The reality is… 
• The 1.4–3.7 billion annual bird mortalities reported represent 29 to 76 percent of the 

estimated 4.7 billion land birds in all of North America.6 If these figures were accurate, 
the continent would have been devoid of birds long ago. (Even if, as some have 
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suggested, “the total [population of land birds] could be two to three times higher in 
some regions,”7

• These estimates leave no accounting for other well-documented causes of bird 
mortality, such as pesticide use, oil spill, habitat loss, window strikes, or other 
anthropogenic causes. 

 the implied impact due to predation by cats is simply not supported by 
existing data.) 

• Dennis Turner, editor and key contributor to The Domestic Cat: The Biology of its 
Behaviour and board member of the International Association of Human-Animal 
Interaction Organizations argues that “any claims that cats are a much ‘more significant 
anthropogenic threat’ than other factors (e.g., construction with loss of habitat, 
pollution, road traffic kills, etc.) are… ridiculous, in that there are rarely estimates of 
deaths of birds/mammals/amphibians to such factors to compare with.”8

• Predators—cats included—tend to prey on the young, the old, the weak and unhealthy. 
At least two studies have investigated this phenomenon in detail, revealing that birds 
killed by cats are, on average, significantly less healthy that birds killed through non-
predatory events (e.g., collisions with windows or cars).
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The TNR opponents claim…  

  

Free-roaming cats pose a serious public health threat to humans, domestic animals, and 
wildlife. 
 
The reality is… 
• “Over the last 100 years, rabies in the United States has changed dramatically. More 

than 90 percent of all animal cases reported annually to [the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention] now occur in wildlife… The number of rabies-related human 
deaths in the United States has declined from more than 100 annually at the turn of the 
century to one or two per year in the 1990's. Modern day prophylaxis has proven nearly 
100 percent successful.”10

• Of the 49 U.S. rabies cases reported in humans since 1995, 10 were the result of dog 
bites that occurred outside of the country; the remainder were traced either to wildlife 
or were of unknown origins.

 

11 Since 1960, only two cases of human rabies have been 
attributed to cats.12

• While it’s true that the number of rabies cases reported in cats has risen in recent 
years, this trend reflects neither the prevalence of rabies nor the threat of human 
exposure because the way in which rabies cases are reported to the CDC varies 
widely.
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• Sterilizing free-roaming cats (common practice in most TNR programs) not only 
reduces the risk of transmission from domestic animals to humans, but also serve as a 
barrier between wildlife and humans. And a 2012 nationwide survey of “feral cats 
groups” conducted by Alley Cat Rescue revealed that 96 percent of the groups provide 
rabies vaccinations as part of their TNR programs.
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• Although a large number of free-roaming cats may test positive for toxoplasmosis, the 
majority won’t actually be infected with the T. gondii parasite. The infectious spores, 
passed in a cat’s feces, are generally “shed” only once during a cat’s lifetime over a 
one-week period. 

 

The TNR opponents claim…  
The population of feral cats in the U.S. may be as high as 120 million and growing. 
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The reality is… 
• It’s extraordinarily difficult to estimate the number of free-roaming cats in part because 

of the difficulties involved in determining whether a particular cat is a pet, a stray, or 
feral. Although some researchers have suggested that the number of unowned free-
roaming cats may approach the number of pet cats in the U.S. (86.4 million in 201215), 
this estimate is based on small-scale surveys conducted 10 or more years ago.16

• It’s also been argued that the population “probably peaked in 1993 or 1994 before 
beginning a downward trend,” and, as of 2003, varied seasonally from a low of 13 
million to a summertime high of 24 million.

 

17 And, more recently, that TNR is holding 
the “feral cat population at the present level” of six million in the winter “with a summer 
high of about 12 million.”18

The TNR opponents claim…  

 

Outdoor cats live short, brutal lives. 
 
The reality is… 
• Although it’s generally acknowledged that more than half of kittens born “in the wild” 

don’t survive into adulthood,19

• Caretakers often report of cats living long, healthy lives in managed colonies. More 
than half of the 23 cats living continuously on the University of Central Florida campus 
during an 11-year observation period were estimated to be 6.8 years old or older.

 kittens born into managed colonies (a fairly common 
occurrence early on) are often adopted by caretakers, or homes found through local 
rescue organizations. 

20

• A 2012 nationwide survey conducted by Alley Cat Rescue revealed similar longevity: 
one quarter of TNR organizations responding to the survey have colony cats in the 6–8 
year range; 35 percent in the 9–12 year range, and 14 percent reported caring for cats 
13 years of age or older.
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• Restricting or prohibiting TNR would only worsen the odds for kittens born to 
community cats; indeed, because these cats would likely be unsterilized, there would 
be more of them. And, in the absence of TNR, it’s unlikely that these kittens would find 
their way into adoption programs (which typically offer medical care). And the numbers 
of such cases are significant — it’s been suggested that perhaps one-third of pet cats 
are “recruited from the feral population.”
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The TNR opponents claim…  

 

TNR encourages the abandonment of pet cats and kittens. 
 
The reality is… 
• Although it’s true that TNR programs are sometimes faced with the unfortunate (and 

illegal) dumping of cats and kittens at colony feeding sites, there’s simply no evidence 
to suggest that these cats and kittens would not have been dumped anyhow. 

• Cats abandoned near a managed colony are far more likely to be adopted and/or 
sterilized and vaccinated, thereby mitigating their potential impact on the overall 
population of unowned cats (as well any potential impacts to wildlife and the 
environment). 

TNR opponents claim… 
Free-roaming cats cause $55.5 trillion in damage each year to the U.S. economy. The 
economic impact of cats killing birds could be as much as $15,000 per bird.  
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The reality is… 
• If these numbers were true, the economic impact of cats killing birds would exceed our 

nation’s $16.4 billion national debt three times over. 
• The same research that cites the $15,000/bird figure estimated “the economic value of 

a feral cat to society” to be $0 (despite caretaker expenditures estimated to be more 
that $1,600 annually food and veterinary care).23

 
About Best Friends Animal Society® 

 

 
Best Friends Animal Society is the only national animal welfare organization focused exclusively on 
ending the killing of dogs and cats in America's shelters. An authority and leader in the no-kill 
movement since its founding in 1984, Best Friends runs the nation's largest no-kill sanctuary for 
companion animals, as well as life-saving programs in partnership with rescue groups and shelters 
across the country. Since its founding, Best Friends has helped reduce the number of animals killed 
in shelters from 17 million per year to 4 million. No other animal welfare organization has the 
knowledge, technical expertise and on-the-ground network to end the killing and Save Them All™. 
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