
Alley Cat Allies • 7920 NORFOLK AVENUE, SUITE 600 • BETHESDA, MD 20814-2525
A LLE YC AT@A LLE YC AT.O R G • W W W.A LLE YC AT.O R G

©2005, Alley Cat Allies

F i ve FAQs (frequently asked questions) About 

ST R AY A N D FE R A L CATS
1 . What is a feral cat?
A feral cat is either a cat who has lived his whole life
with little or no human contact and is not socialized,
or a stray cat who was lost or abandoned and has
lived away from human contact long enough to
re v e rt to a wild state. Feral cats avoid human contact
and cannot be touched by strangers.

2 . A re stray cats and feral cats the same?
No, stray and feral cats are not the same, and the
t e rms “stray cat” and “feral cat” are not inter-
changeable. A stray cat is a domestic cat that was
abandoned or strayed from home and became lost.
Because a stray was once a companion animal, he
can usually be re-socialized and adopted.

Adult feral cats usually cannot be tamed and are
not suited to living indoors with people. They are
most content living outside. Feral kittens up to about
8 weeks, however, can often be tamed and adopted.
See Alley Cat Allies’ re s o u rces on taming feral kittens
at w w w. a l l e y c a t . o rg / re s o u rc e s _ c a re . h t m l.

3 . How can I tell if a cat is stray or feral?
O b s e rve the cat's appearance and behavior. A stray
cat is likely to approach you, although usually not
close enough for you to touch him. If you put food
down, a stray cat will likely start to eat it right away.
A stray cat is often vocal, sometimes talking
i n s i s t e n t l y, and may look disheveled, as if she is
unaccustomed to dealing with conditions on the
s t reet. A stray cat may be seen at all hours of the
d a y. 

A feral cat is silent, will not approach humans,
and generally will be seen only from dusk to dawn,
unless extraordinarily hungry and foraging for food.
A feral cat has adapted to conditions and is likely to
be well groomed. If you put food down for a feral
cat, he will wait until you move away from the are a
b e f o re approaching the food.

4 . I would like to find good homes for the feral
cats I have been feeding. Is this possible?

G e n e r a l l y, no. Adult feral cats usually cannot be
socialized and will not adjust to living indoors. A
g reat deal of time and eff o rt can go into attempting

to tame an adult feral cat, with no assurance of
success. This time and eff o rt is far better spent
sterilizing feral cats to break the cycle of
re p roduction. See Alley Cat Allies’ factsheet, “The
ABCs of TNR” at w w w. a l l e y c a t . o rg / p d f s / a b c s . p d f.

Stray cats and kittens up to eight or ten weeks
of age can usually be socialized and placed in
h o m e s .

5 . I discovered some cats outside. Who can I
call to come and get them?

The first step is to determine if the cats are tame or
wild. If the cats are tame, they may belong to people
living in the neighborhood. Observe the cats to
d e t e rmine if this is so. Post "lost cat" flyers
t h roughout the neighborhood. After a day or two, if
you get no response and you decide they are lost or
o t h e rwise not owned, you can register the cats
online at w w w. p e t s 9 1 1 . c o m in the Found Pet
section. If you take the cats to a shelter, be certain it
is a no-kill shelter.

If the cats are feral (wild), animal control or a
municipal shelter is the only agency that may come
and get them, and the cats will almost certainly be
killed. Even no-kill shelters find feral cats impossible
to adopt out because they are wild. 

F o rt u n a t e l y, there is a solution. Feral cats live in
colonies and congregate near food sources. Feral cat
colonies can be managed with a nonlethal method
called Tr a p - N e u t e r- R e t u rn (TNR), in which cats are
humanely (and painlessly) trapped, spayed or
n e u t e red, and re t u rned to their colony site where
volunteer caregivers provide them with food, water,
and shelter. 

Tr a p - N e u t e r- R e t u rn (TNR) is the only chance
feral cats have of living safe, healthy lives without
re p roducing. But TNR is a hands-on project re q u i r i n g
commitment from one or more volunteer care g i v e r s ,
often with help from feral cat advocates living in the
a rea. 

For information on starting a TNR program in
your neighborhood, refer to Alley Cat Allies'
factsheets, videos, and other materials.  ■
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1 . I have been feeding cats for a while and they
a re re p roducing. What should I do? 

As soon as possible, you must trap the cats using
humane box traps and have them spayed or
n e u t e red. (Trapping feral cats sounds complicated; in
re a l i t y, it’s a simple and re w a rding process, and it
d o e s n ’t hurt the cats.) Contact local groups involved
with feral cat issues to find a low- or no-cost spay/
neuter clinic. Once the cats are spayed/neutered and
vaccinated, re t u rn them to the place where they
w e re trapped. (Kittens can often be tamed, sterilized,
and adopted.) You and other volunteers must then
p rovide ongoing food, shelter, and care to keep the
feral cats healthy and safe.

For information about traps/trapping, Tr a p -
N e u t e r- R e t u rn (TNR), and feral cat management,
see w w w. a l l e y c a t . o rg / re s o u rc e s _ c a re . h t m l.

2 . I can’t touch the cats, so how can I get them
to the vet for spay/neutering?

Do not t ry to touch them! And never attempt to
catch a cat by throwing a towel/blanket over just the
cat. Never use tranquilizers on outdoor cats—the risk
of injury (to you and to the cat) is too great. Trap the
cats using humane (painless) box traps and have
them spayed/neutered and vaccinated. Don’t wait,
thinking the cats will get used to human pre s e n c e
and become tame enough to catch. They won’t, and
while you wait, several litters of kittens will be born. 

For specific information about traps and trapping,
go to w w w. a l l e y c a t . o rg/ p d f / h u m a n e . p d f a n d
w w w. a l l e y c a t . o rg / p d f / t r a p g u i d e l i n e s . p d f

3 . T h e re are several cats to be trapped, but I
only have one trap. Will that do? 

G e n e r a l l y, no. And do not plan to trap a cat, then
transfer him to a carrier so you can use the trap
again right away—the danger of injury (to the cat
and to you) or escape is simply too great. Look for

i n d i v i d u a l s / g roups who loan out humane (painless)
box traps. Ideally, you should have as many traps as
t h e re are cats. If not, aim to trap all the cats in two or
t h ree sessions. How many cats you can trap during
each session also depends on how many your vet will
sterilize at one time.

For more information about trapping feral cats,
along with information on recommended traps, go to
w w w. a l l e y c a t . o rg/ p d f / s e l e c t i o n . p d f.

4 . W h e re can I find a veterinarian who will
t reat feral cats, preferably at a reduced rate? 

First ask your own vet, then ask other vets, re s c u e
g roups, and humane societies if they know a clinic or
veterinarian who provides low- or no-cost spaying/
neutering and will support your plan. If the vets you
a p p roach are n ’t familiar with Tr a p - N e u t e r- R e t u rn
( T N R ), show them the video, Tr a p - N e u t e r- R e t u rn: A
Humane Approach to Feral Cat Contro l , available at
w w w. a l l e y c a t . o rg / v i d e o s . h t m l. Full-fledged spay/
neuter programs operate in several parts of the
c o u n t ry. Find them at ww w. a l l e y c a t . o rg / o rg s . h t m l.

5 . Is there anything special my veterinarian
should know about working with feral cats?

Yes! If your vet is new to working with feral cats, be
c e rtain to provide him or her with:

● Tr a p - N e u t e r- R e t u rn: A Humane Approach to Feral
Cat Contro l, a training video that demonstrates
techniques and equipment veterinarians use to
t reat feral cats. 

● Feral Cat Identification Protocol: Eart i p p i n g, a
f a c t s h e e t with specific details about the
identification technique that can save ferals’ lives. 

Both are available at w w w. a l l e y c a t . o rg / v i d e o s . h t m l.
Review this material yourself and then discuss with
your vet what has to be done. Establish a protocol to
get the s e rvices you need now and in the future.  ■
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Alley Cat Allies (ACA) is a national, nonprofit organization based in Bethesda, MD.
ACA promotes nonlethal population control for feral cats through advocacy; workshops and

c o n f e rences; print, video, and web-based information; and, most of all, by being ready 
and able to help individuals, groups, agencies, and institutions work with feral cats.


