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In late 2009, Conservation Biology published the essay 
“Critical Assessment of Claims Regarding Management 
of Feral Cats by Trap-Neuter-Return” (Volume 23, No. 4, 
887–894) by Travis Longcore, Catherine Rich, and Lau-
ren M. Sullivan. The paper was immediately embraced 
by groups opposing TNR, quickly appearing on various 
Web sites, including, for example, that of the American 
Bird Conservancy. Careful scrutiny of the author’s claims, 
however, reveals glaring omissions, blatant misrepresenta-
tions, and obvious bias.

What follows is a very brief review of “Critical As-
sessment,” focusing primarily on the authors’ assertions 
regarding the impact of free-roaming cats on wildlife, and 
TNR’s measures of success.

COUNTING BIRDS

How many birds are killed by cats? It’s one of the most fre-
quently asked questions in the “cat debate.” Longcore et al. 
summarize some of the best-known studies on the subject, 
suggesting that the question has largely been answered.

Feral and free-roaming cats are efficient predators, 
and their abundance results in substantial an-
nual mortality of wildlife. Churcher and Lawton 
(1987)1 concluded that cats were responsible for 
30% of the mortality of House Sparrows (Passer 
domesticus) in an English village. May (1988)2 
extrapolated their results to an estimated 100 
million birds and small mammals killed per year 
in England. Although this extrapolation is often 
criticized for the limited geographic scope and 
number of cats studied, Woods et al. (2003)3 con-
firmed and refined this result with a larger sample 
size and geographic area that included England, 
Scotland, and Wales. From a survey of cat own-
ers that documented prey returned by 696 cats, 

Woods et al. (2003) estimated that the 9 million 
cats in Britain kill at least 52–63 million mam-
mals, 25–29 million birds, and 4–6 million rep-
tiles each summer. In North America Coleman 
and Temple (1996)4 developed estimates of cat 
densities in Wisconsin and associated mortality of 
8–217 million birds per year.

The relationship between cat predation and bird popula-
tions is highly complex, though, and our understanding 
quite limited. It doesn’t help matters that results of small, 
isolated studies are often extrapolated from rural to urban 
environments, from one region to another, and so forth. 
In 1995, Churcher himself cautioned against making such 
leaps. “I’d be very wary about extrapolating our results even 
for the rest of Britain, let alone America,” 5 he told Catnip, 
a newsletter published by the Cummings School of Veteri-
nary Medicine at Tufts University.

Actually, Churcher went much further, suggesting 
that the observed predation was compensatory rather than 
additive: “I don’t really go along with the idea of cats be-
ing a threat to wildlife. If the cats weren’t there, something 
else would be killing the sparrows or otherwise prevent-
ing them from breeding.” 5 Although Longcore et al. cite 
Churcher and Lawton’s now-classic work as evidence of the 
damage cats can do, they make no mention of Churcher’s 
later comments, or the distinction between compensatory 
and additive predation (just one of many examples of their 
tendency to “cherry pick” from the literature only the bits 
and pieces that fit neatly into their argument).

Flawed Studies
Much of the research designed to estimate the number of 
birds killed by cats—including the studies cited by Long-
core et al.—is flawed. Among the numerous factors that 
cast doubt on their estimates are assumptions regarding 
the number of cats that actually hunt, the number of cats 
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allowed outdoors and their hunting behaviors,a cat den-
sities across various habitats, and so forth. Most of these 
studies also incorrectly use a simple average—or arithme-
tic mean—to describe populations that are highly skewed, 
thereby overestimating predation effects. And then, of 
course, there are the risks inherent in estimating population 
numbers and characteristics based on small sample sizes.

But Longcore et al. scarcely acknowledge these short-
comings, choosing instead to present as “evidence” figures 
known to be, at best, highly speculative—and more often, 
misleading, deceptive, and erroneous. Doing so gives far 
greater importance to this work than is warranted, not only 
within the context of their essay, but also in the larger body 
of literature. This is simply irresponsible (and here, Conser-
vation Biology is implicated as well).

The fact that the “English village” study and “Wiscon-
sin Study” (see detailed discussion below) have been so 
thoroughly discredited raises some unsettling questions 
about their inclusion in a paper billed as a “critical assess-
ment.” For example: Are the authors interested enough in 
rigorous scientific inquiry to look beyond “the usual sus-
pects” in their assessment of the key issues?

One might also wonder: Given the important litera-
ture that Longcore et al. choose to overlook, ignore, or dis-
miss, what is their motivation for writing the essay in the 
first place? Actually, this question was answered in Janu-
ary, two months after the paper’s publication, when L.A. 
Superior Court Judge Thomas McKnew decided in favor 
of an injunction against publicly supported TNR in Los 
Angeles (LASC BS115483). The Urban Wildlands Group 
(for which Longcore serves as Science Director, and Rich 
as Executive Officer) was the lead petitioner in the case. If 
“Critical Assessment” is any indication, the case had little 
basis in science.

WISCONSIN STUDY

Like so many others interested in blaming cats for declin-
ing bird populations, Longcore et al. refer to a 1996 article 
in Wisconsin Natural Resources magazine,4 in which the 
authors estimate that 8–219 million birds are killed annu-
ally by “free-ranging rural cats” in the state. More than any 
other work, the “Wisconsin Study” (which is actually a se-
ries of articles, the first being published in 19936) has been 
used as evidence against advocates for free-roaming cats in 
general, and TNR in particular. Among the study’s more 
notable flawsb:

•	 Its “estimate that 23 percent of [cats’] diet consists of 
birds” is well above the 7–10.5% figure suggested by 
Fitzgerald,8 one of the world’s foremost experts on the 
subject.c In fact, Coleman and Temple suggest that 
their study corroborates Fitzgerald’s work, making the 
error all the more egregious.

•	 Coleman and Temple assume that all cats hunt; in fact, 
no study has shown this to be the case. O’Keefe has 
suggested that only 36–56% of cats are hunters.10 In a 
pair of related studies, Baker et al. found first that “the 
majority of cats (51–74%) failed to return any prey,” 11 
and later, “an average of 64% of the cats surveyed 
failed to return any prey.” 12 The prey totals reported by 
Woods et al. are considerably lower (“Approximately 
20–30% of cats brought home either no birds or no 
mammals during this survey while cats that brought 
home no prey items at all made up 8.9% of the sam-
ple.” 3), but nevertheless confirm the error in Coleman 
and Temple’s assumption.

•	 Coleman and Temple’s figures for cat density have 
been called “grossly inflated.” 13

The Myth Persists
Now 14 years old, the Wisconsin Study has achieved mythi-
cal status. Regardless of their dubious origins, its staggering 
estimates are apparently too tempting for people who see 
cats as the primary reason for declining bird populations. 
James Tantillo, a Lecturer in the Department of Natural 
Resources at Cornell University’s College of Agriculture 
and Life Sciences, is right on the money when he refers to 
Coleman and Temple’s estimate as an example of a “‘mutant 
statistic’ whose origins and genesis have been greatly lost to 
the people who cite it.” 14

Among those who cite it are, of course, Longcore 
et al. But they failed to include an important follow-up 
comment by one of the Wisconsin Study’s authors. In a 
1994 interview, an “exasperated” Temple told The Sonoma
County Independent:

The media has had a field day with this since we 
started. Those figures were from our proposal. 
They aren’t actual data; that was just our projec-
tion to show how bad it might be.15

More than the media, however, it’s been the wildlife conser-
vationists and bird advocates who have had a field day with 
the Wisconsin Study. Here are just a few examples:

a	In fact, Woods et al. go to some lengths to emphasize the limitations of their study, conceding, for example, that they “may have focused 
on predatory cats.” 3 This is just one of many reasons the authors cite for requesting that their work be treated “with requisite caution”—a 
request apparently ignored by Longcore et al.

b	For a more complete critique, see Goldstein, O’Keefe, and Bickel7 (www.straypetadvocacy.org/html/wisconsin_study.html)
c	For a detailed account, see Ellen Perry Berkeley’s 2004 book TNR Past present and future: A history of the trap-neuter-return movement.9
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•	 The American Bird Conservancy (ABC) refers to the 
study in its brochure Domestic Cat Predation on Birds 
and Other Wildlife. But ABC goes one step further, 
pointing out that Coleman and Temple’s estimate was 
for rural cats, and that “suburban and urban cats add 
to that toll.” 16

•	 The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service cites the study’s 
“intermediate” estimate of 39 million birds in its Mi-
gratory Bird Mortality Fact Sheet.17

•	 A recent article in Audubon Magazine suggests “cats 
were annually knocking off somewhere in the neigh-
borhood of 8 million birds just in rural Wisconsin.” 18 
To the magazine’s credit, they used Coleman and Tem-
ple’s low estimate (a surprise given the overall tone of 
the piece). Still, none of the numbers from the Wis-
consin Study are scientifically sound (indeed, one can 
make a strong argument that none of the work consti-
tutes actual research).

For Longcore et al. to cite the Wisconsin Study without 
even a mention of its numerous flaws, or the rather public 
admission by one of its authors that their estimates “aren’t 
actual data,” casts serious doubt on their entire paper. Ei-
ther the authors didn’t know about all the holes in Coleman 
and Temple’s work, or they knew and pressed on—ignor-
ing the facts. Neither approach makes for good science, 
of course.

IMPACT OF FREE-ROAMING CATS ON WILDLIFE

Estimating the number of birds killed by cats is difficult 
enough; demonstrating that their predation is the cause 
of declining bird populations is an even greater challenge. 
Nevertheless, Longcore et al. suggest the evidence is both 
plentiful and compelling. According to the authors, “Com-
parative field studies and population measurements illus-
trate the adverse effects of feral and free roaming cats on 
birds and other wildlife.” But a careful review of these stud-
ies—as outlined below—reveals a more complex, less direct 
relationship between cats and wildlife.

San Diego Canyon Country
“In canyons in San Diego native bird diversity declined 
significantly with density of domestic cats (Crooks & Soulé 
1999).” —Longcore et al.

•	 Longcore et al. fail to mention the density of people 
here—the study site was a “moderately sized fragment 
(~20 ha) [approximately 49 acres] bordered by 100 
residences.” 19 Obviously, the development of the area 
had some impact on the wildlife there.  

•	 The cats included in the study were all pets; it’s not 
clear how their hunting behavior compares to feral cats 
in general, or managed TNR colonies in particular (the 
stated focus of “Critical Assessment”). 

•	 It’s also not clear how sites such as this one, which the 
authors describe as, “undeveloped steep-sided can-
yons… habitat islands in an urban sea,” correspond to 
the environment overall. When Longcore and the Ur-
ban Wildlands Group sued the City of Los Angeles, it 
was to put a stop to publicly supported TNR through-
out the city, not just in areas of particular concern.

Alameda County Parks
“In a comparative study in Alameda County, California, a 
site with a colony of feral cats had significantly fewer resi-
dent birds, fewer migrant birds, and fewer breeding birds 
than a control site without cats… Ground-foraging spe-
cies, notably California Quail (Calipepla californica) and 
California Thrashers (Toxostoma redivivum), were present 
at the control site but never observed at the site with cats. 
Native rodent density was drastically reduced at the site 
with cats, whereas exotic house mice (Mus musculus) were 
more common (Hawkins 1998).” —Longcore et al.

Hawkins’ dissertation20 is so problematic—and cited fre-
quently enough as evidence of the impact of cats on wild-
life—that it warrants a critique of its own. Here, I’ll touch 
on just a few points:

•	 Hawkins describes the “cat” and “no-cat” areas as be-
ing similar enough that a valid comparison is appro-
priate. But a closer look at the study suggests other-
wise. Much of the cat area bordered the park’s lake and 
marina, not far from a number of picnic sites. Hawkins 
notes that there were more people in the cat area (of-
ten twice as many as were observed at the no-cat area), 
but dismisses the possibility that their presence may 
have influenced the numbers of birds and rodents he 
observed there.

•	 In addition, the presence of pesticides may have played 
a role. According to a 2002 report (the earliest I was 
able to find) from the East Bay Regional Park District, 
“The focus of Lake Chabot’s weed control efforts are 
vegetation reduction within the two-acre overflow 
parking lot, picnic sites and firebreaks around park 
buildings, corp. yard, service yard, and the Lake Chabot 
classroom.” 21 And it’s clear from an article summariz-
ing Hawkins’ dissertation that the cat area did include 
picnic sites: “…over half of the cat scat in this study 
was collected under and around picnic tables.” 22 Now, 
Hawkins’ fieldwork was done in 1995 and 1996, but if 
there was any pesticide use during the study period, it 
may have affected the results—especially if the pesti-
cide was distributed differently across the two areas.

•	 Hawkins writes, “The preference of ground feeding 
birds for the no-cat treatment was striking; for ex-
ample, California quail were seen almost daily in the 
no-cat area, whereas they were never seen in the cat 
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area.” What’s more striking to me, though, is the fact 
that five of the nine ground-feeding species included in 
the study showed no preference for either area—a point 
Hawkins downplays, and Longcore et al. ignore entire-
ly. If, as Hawkins suggests, “the differences observed in 
this study were the results of the cat’s [sic] predatory 
behavior,” d then how to explain their remarkably selec-
tive hunting practices? Fitzgerald and Turner, for ex-
ample, argue that “domestic cats (both house and feral 
ones) are best described as generalist resident preda-
tors, exploiting a wide range of prey, and able to switch 
readily from one prey to another.” 23)

•	 Finally, it’s not clear how this study constitutes much 
of an experiment at all. Hawkins chose two sites, one 
where cats were being fed, and another (approximately 
two miles away) where cats were not being fed. We 
have no idea what the cat area was actually like prior 
to the cats being fed there—Hawkins merely assumed 
the populations of birds and rodents would have been 
identical to those found at the no-cat site. We also 
have no idea what effect the feeding had—what if the 
cats were present but had to fend for themselves? And 
we don’t know if the cats were sterilized, or what im-
pact that might have had on the study. In other words, 
Hawkins didn’t actually know enough about what was 
going on at the two sites to conclude, as he does, that his 
findings can be linked directly and specifically to the 
cats. Or, more broadly, that “it is not prudent to manage 
for wildlife and allow cat feeding in the same parks.” 20 

Urban Cat Density (Bristol, UK)
“In Bristol, United Kingdom Baker et al. (2005) calculated 
that the predation rates by cats on 3 bird species in an ur-
ban area is high relative to annual productivity, which led 
the authors to suggest that the area under study may be a 
habitat sink.” —Longcore et al.

•	 The authors’ method for calculating estimated preda-
tion rates is problematic. To begin with, they make the 
all-too-frequent mistake of using a simple average as 
a statistic to describe a highly skewed distribution (as 
the authors themselves note, “the majority of cats (51–

74%) failed to return any prey” 11), thus overestimating 
the average number of prey killed by each cat. This er-
ror is further exacerbated when Baker et al. multiply 
by 3.3, a factor “to account for the proportion of prey 
killed that was returned home.” This multiplier comes 
from a study24 plagued by very small sample sizes and 
its own dubious mathematics.e  Nevertheless, Baker et 
al. seem to defend the study: “to the best of our knowl-
edge, this is the only study that has managed to quan-
tify this parameter.”

•	 Also, Longcore et al. fail to mention that Baker et al. 
concede an important point: “collectively, despite 
[cats] occurring at very high densities, the summed ef-
fects on prey populations appeared unlikely to affect 
population size for the majority of prey species.” 11

•	 In addition, a subsequent study (also conducted in 
Bristol) involving two of the authors, suggests that 
much of the predation observed was compensatory 
rather than additive. That is, many of these birds would 
have, for one reason or another, died anyhow, whether 
the cats were present or not. Specifically, the authors 
found that “birds killed by cats in this study had sig-
nificantly lower fat and pectoral muscle mass scores 
than those killed by collisions.”12 Baker at al. are cau-
tious about these findings, suggesting, “the distinction 
between compensatory and additive mortality does… 
become increasingly redundant as the number of birds 
killed in a given area increases: where large numbers 
of prey are killed, predators would probably be killing 
a combination of individuals with poor and good long-
term survival chances.” But once again, their estimates 
of birds killed by cats are inflated by a factor of 3.3, 
as described above—thereby raising doubts about any 
level of “redundancy.” f

Additional Evidence
Clearly, the issue is more complex—not to mention conten-
tious—than Longcore et al. suggest. Many researchers have 
disputed the kinds of broad, overreaching claims the au-
thors make about the impact of cats on wildlife. Consider, 
for example, the following:

d	It should be noted that Hawkins tempered this assertion in his 1999 article summarizing the work: “The differences observed in this study 
may have been due to the cats’ predatory behavior.” 22 (italics mine)

e	This ratio of 3.3 hinges on the hunting behaviors of just 24 cats—12 that returned prey home, and another 12 (11 pets and 1 feral) that were 
observed hunting for a total of 181 hours (anywhere from 4.8–46.5 hours per cat). But the key to the calculation is the average time spent out-
doors—a highly skewed distribution, something suggested in Kays and DeWan’s own data, and confirmed in other surveys (see, for example, 
Clancy, Moore, and Bertone25). By using a simple average (8.35 hours/day), Kays and DeWan greatly overestimate the potential predation.

f 	Another study to investigate compensatory vs. additive predation was more conclusive. Møller and Erritzøe compared the average
spleen mass of birds killed by cats to that of birds killed in collisions with windows found that “small passerine birds falling prey to cats had 
spleens that were significantly smaller than those of conspecifics that died for other reasons,” concluding that the birds killed by cats “often 
have a poor health status.” 26 In other words, the birds killed by cats were among the population least likely to survive anyhow.
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•	 Biologist C.J. Mead, reviewing the deaths of “ringed” 
(banded) birds reported by the public, suggests that 
cats may be responsible for 6.2–31.3% of bird deaths. 
“Overall,” writes Mead, “it is clear that cat predation 
is a significant cause of death for most of the species 
examined.” Nevertheless, Mead concludes that “there 
is no clear evidence of cats threatening to harm the 
overall population level of any particular species… In-
deed, cats have been kept as pets for many years and 
hundreds of generations of birds breeding in suburban 
and rural areas have had to contend with their preda-
tory intentions.” 27

•	 Mike Fitzgerald and Dennis Turner come to essentially 
the same conclusion:g “We consider that we do not have 
enough information yet to attempt to estimate on aver-
age how many birds a cat kills each year. And there are 
few, if any studies apart from island ones that actually 
demonstrate that cats have reduced bird populations.” 23

•	 Merritt Clifton, of Animal People, an independent 
newspaper dedicated to animal protection issues, 
makes a compelling argument that the population of 
feral cats in the U.S. is much smaller than is often re-
ported (e.g., Jessup’s28 60–100 million figure, which was 
recently inflated further by Dauphiné and Cooper29), 
and may very well be on the decline.30 In 2003, Clif-
ton suggested that “the winter feral cat population may 
now be as low as 13 million and the summer peak is 
probably no more than 24 million.” 13 If so, the implica-
tions for wildlife predation (and other environmental 
impacts) are significant.

Given the scope of their essay, perhaps it’s understandable 
that Longcore et al. were unable to cover each aspect of 
this rather broad topic in a more comprehensive manner. 
Nevertheless, the amount of research into cat predation 
and wildlife impacts—a critical piece of the puzzle, to be 
sure—that was omitted, glossed over, and/or misrepresent-
ed suggests a clear agenda. And the three studies cited by 
Longcore et al.—presumably, the best evidence available—
are less than compelling. Close scrutiny reveals a range of 
issues (e.g., the habitat/fragment specificity of Crooks and 
Soulé’s work, Hawkins’ flawed approach/conclusions, and 
the inflated predation estimates by Baker et al.) that chal-
lenge the sweeping statements made by Longcore et al. 

Read carefully, “Critical Assessment” comes across as 
not as scientific discourse, but as fodder for a marketing/
PR campaign. (And, given the number of wildlife conserva-
tion/bird advocacy groups that have posted it on their Web 
sites—not to mention the L.A. Superior court decision—it’s 
been effective.)

Context Is Critical
Many proponents of TNR will acknowledge that the prac-
tice is not appropriate for all environments.9, 13, 31 Crooks 
and Soulé’s19 work in San Diego’s canyon country, writes 
Ellen Perry Berkeley, “suggests to even the most ardent 
TNR advocate that such a landscape might not be the best 
place for TNR… The world is a complicated place.” 9 Gary 
J. Patronek, the former Director of the Center for Animals 
and Public Policy at the Cummings School of Veterinary 
Medicine at Tufts University, and one of the founders of 
the Hoarding of Animals Research Consortium, goes fur-
ther: “the release of cats into an environment where they 
would impact endangered or threatened species, or even 
into wildlife preserves or refuges, is inexcusable.” 31

This, I worry, is a slippery slope. Given the current na-
ture of the cat debate, how long would it be before every al-
ley, Dumpster, and abandoned property is deemed a wild-
life preserve? And, given the number of endangered and 
threatened species—and their wide range—would there 
be any environment left for cats? Nevertheless, Patronek’s 
larger point is an important one:

I do not believe that this is being advocated by cat 
protectors who see urban, managed colonies as an 
imperfect but still preferable alternative to the eu-
thanasia of healthy animals. Abandoned pet cats 
whose own habitat has been reduced to colonies, 
and the wild species endangered by clear-cutting 
or beachfront development, are casualties of the 
same callous disregard for the lives of animals. I 
see little justification for shifting the role of cats to 
that of scapegoat.31

For Longcore et al., though, there’s simply no place for TNR 
anywhere. But there’s something even more troubling with 
their argument: they’re attempting to answer the wrong 
questions. As Patronek puts it so eloquently:

If the real objection to managed colonies is that it 
is unethical to put cats in a situation where they 
could potentially kill any wild creature, then the 
ethical issue should be debated on its own mer-
its without burdening the discussion with highly 
speculative numerical estimates for either wildlife 
mortality or cat predation. Whittling down guess-
es or extrapolations from limited observations by 
a factor of 10 or even 100 does not make these es-
timates any more credible, and the fact that they 
are the best available data is not sufficient to jus-
tify their use when the consequence may be ex-
termination for cats… What I find inconsistent in 
an otherwise scientific debate about biodiversity is 
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how indictment of cats has been pursued almost in 
spite of the evidence, and without regard to the dif-
ferential effects of cats in carefully selected, man-
aged colonies, versus that of free-roaming pets, 
owned farm cats, or truly feral animals. Assessment 
of well-being for any is an imprecise and conten-
tious process at best. Additional research is clearly 
needed concerning the welfare of these cats.31

MEASURES OF SUCCESS

While I agree with Longcore et al. that there is a need for 
additional research into the effectiveness and impact (envi-
ronmental and otherwise) of TNR, I’m not sure any future 
studies would address their objections or satisfy their ap-
parent standards.

Adoptions
To begin with, the authors challenge the efficacy of TNR, 
noting—correctly—for example, that where TNR has prov-
en effective at reducing the size of colonies, success has 
been “derive[d] in part from intensive efforts to remove cats 
for adoption as part of the TNR program.” Shouldn’t this 
appeal to Longcore and the Urban Wildlands Group? After 
all, adoptions lead to fewer free-roaming cats.

It’s unclear how a successful adoption program lessens 
the efficacy of TNR; indeed, such efforts are integral to any 
TNR program. For Longcore et al., however, it’s as if adop-
tions constitute cheating.

Researchers vs. Volunteers
Another of their assertions, that “programs implemented 
by researchers are likely to be much more thorough than 
programs implemented exclusively by volunteers,” could be 
applied to virtually any conservation effort. Of course the 
results will be better when the experts are involved directly.

Indeed, while compiling data for the Atlas of Breed-
ing Birds of Maryland and the District of Columbia, re-
searchers found Cooper’s Hawks in 46% of the areas sur-
veyed, while volunteers reported only a 14% occurrence of 
this “secretive species that requires special effort.” 32 Here, 
the experts “performed” more than three times better than 
well-meaning volunteers with less experience and/or train-
ing. Should we therefore discontinue all efforts that include 
volunteers? Or shut down these programs until the volun-
teers perform as well as experts? Obviously not.

Anecdotes of Success
Longcore et al. criticize supporters of TNR for their “an-
ecdotes of success” and “assertions of colony declines of-
ten… supported only by reference to Web sites.” By calling 
the data “anecdotal,” the authors dismiss it out of hand. So, 
what measures of success would be acceptable?

In general, caretakers of feral colonies—as providers of 
food, water, shelter, and, often, healthcare—know their cats 

quite well. Yet, Longcore et al. suggest that their reports are 
not to be trusted—trusted to a lesser degree, in fact, than 
the reports generated by members of the public recruited to 
watch and listen for birds. Breeding Bird Surveys “annually 
engage tens of thousands of participants,” and these efforts 
are now beginning to leverage the power of the Internet via 
Web-based programs such as eBird.33 All of which sounds 
very anecdotal in nature. So, do the authors question the 
validity of this work as well?

Prevailing Conditions
Citing a 2006 study from Rome, Longcore et al. chose to 
focus not on TNR’s rather remarkable success, but on its 
greatest challenge: “Ten years of TNR in Rome showed a 
16–32% decrease in population size across 103 colonies but 
concluded that TNR was ‘a waste of time, energy, and mon-
ey’ if abandonment of owned cats could not be stopped.” 34 
It must be recognized that TNR is part of a larger mission 
that includes adoptions (as mentioned above), sterilization 
of owned cats, and the burgeoning no-kill movement.

In any case, what rescue/conservation work isn’t “a 
waste of time, energy, and money” when considered in the 
harsh light of what the authors call “prevailing conditions”? 
We could, for example, say the same about efforts to save 
songbirds faced with the elimination and fragmentation of 
habitat, increased levels of pollution, and the like (indeed, 
endangered and threatened species are, by definition, the 
victims of prevailing conditions). The fact that such efforts 
are uphill battles may say something about their underlying 
moral imperative—but very little about their efficacy.

Common Ground
Again, it’s not clear how any research into the efficacy of 
TNR could hope to meet the standards put forth by Long-
core et al. But, strip away their rhetoric, and three key 
points come through:

•	 TNR can and does work, though not always as well as 
one would hope.

•	 Adoptions are critical, as is training and rigorous re-
cord keeping/tracking.

•	 Abandonment of pet cats—which is, in any case, ille-
gal—should be stopped.

So, how is this any different than what TNR advocates are 
promoting? Here at least, we would seem to have some 
common ground. Apparently, what’s really at issue is not 
how the success of TNR is defined, but, as Longcore et al. 
suggest, by whom:

For many TNR advocates, success is not defined 
by elimination of feral cats in an area, but rather 
by the welfare of the cats… conservation scientists 
and wildlife veterinarians measure success of a fe-
ral cat management program by the decline and 
elimination of free-roaming cats.

http://ebird.org/content/ebird/
http://www.nokilladvocacycenter.org/
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All of which leaves me wondering: How much time have 
the authors spent with people who practice TNR? Of 
course practitioners are interested in the welfare of the 
cats—just as any animal lover is interested in the welfare 
of the animals they enjoy. But they’re also thrilled when 
“kitten season” comes and goes without any new arrivals in 
their colonies. More common ground? It would seem so—
but if that’s the case, one is left to wonder why the Urban 
Wildlands Group put so much effort into ending publicly 
supported TNR in L.A. 

One thing that does seem certain: more cats are repro-
ducing as a result of the injunction. And no doubt more are 
(or will be) dying, too. It’s difficult to imagine the wildlife 
and environment being any better off, either. So, there are 
lots of losers here—where are the winners?

CONTINUING THE CAT DEBATE

In his comprehensive article, “Free-roaming and Fe-
ral Cats—Their Impact on Wildlife and Human Beings,” 
Patronek laments the fact that “the debate about free-roam-
ing cats is often framed as pro-cat and anti-wildlife, or vice-
versa. This attitude polarizes groups and individuals who 
otherwise have common concerns about animals and the 
environment, and is a barrier to developing effective public 
policy.” 35 This, I’m afraid, is precisely how Longcore et al. 
framed their essay. Worse, however, is the fact that its pub-
lication in a respected scientific journal—giving it currency 
within the scientific community and beyond—further im-
pedes chances for an honest discussion of the issues.

There are legitimate issues to be debated regarding the ef-
ficacy, environmental impact, and morality of TNR, but such 
debate continues to be hindered (if not derailed entirely) by 
those—including Longcore et al.—who misrepresent the sci-
entific research on the subject. Given all that’s at stake, none 
of us can afford to indulge in such irresponsible behavior.
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