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		CHAPTER ONE

		STATE OF THE KITTEN

		EVERYONE LOVES KITTENS

		I spend a lot of time in transit.

		Working in so many different communities, I’ve become accustomed to the monotony of travel: the long hours, the rigorous TSA inspection of my supplies (seriously, who travels with this much cat food?), and the small talk that occurs between strangers in airports and hotel lobbies. The question people always want to ask is, of course, “What do you do?”

		When I tell people I’m an animal advocate who specializes in kittens, the response is almost always the same. First, a facial expression falling somewhere on the spectrum between utter confusion and absolute delight. Second, a comment about how I have the most adorable job ever. Third, some variation of the following inquiry:

		“Do kittens really need advocates? I thought everyone loved kittens already.”

		I do my best to summarize with a smile, but the truth is that to fully explain the magnitude of suffering that kittens face and the importance of our efforts to save them would take an entire book. And so here we are.

		In many ways, working with kittens is absolutely adorable. I’m surrounded by fluffy little bobbleheaded dinguses every day of my life. I get to watch innocent beings grow and flourish. From the serene satisfaction of a baby’s first gentle purr to the bellyaching hilarity of a room full of pouncing micro-predators, working with kittens is truly an enjoyable calling. But it isn’t their charming nature that inspires me to do what I do. To me, kitten advocacy has very little to do with cuteness, and everything to do with a great need for tangible change in the way we view, understand, and treat the tiniest and most vulnerable felines.

		The truth is that kittens are universally loved in our culture, yet we kill them in epidemic numbers. Unweaned kittens make up a large proportion of feline euthanasias nationally; for many shelters, their deaths account for the majority of euthanasias. The general public is completely unaware that kittens under eight weeks old are one of the most at-risk populations in the US shelter system. Without public knowledge of these issues, we cannot empower people to get active and save kittens’ lives. We must start with a basic understanding of not just what is happening, but also why it is happening, and how each of us can take tiny steps to help solve this problem. We must unravel and examine this complex issue, rally the troops, and forge ahead toward a day when no kitten must die due to lack of resources or of community awareness.
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		THE UNADOPTABLES
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		For decades, millions of cats were being euthanized each year. I’ll never forget when the 2016 national data was published and, for the first time in my rescue career, the number of cats dying in US shelters annually was fewer than one million. I wept with happiness to learn that we presently have national euthanasia rates of roughly 860,000 cats per year.1 Maybe it seems odd to celebrate that hundreds of thousands of cats are still dying in shelters, but seeing the number drop so dramatically over the course of my career has certainly given me reason to feel optimistic about a brighter future for cats, and to push ahead.

		It’s an exciting time to be an advocate, as things are truly getting better for cats all the time. Having rightfully won the adoration of the general public, cats are now being adopted in higher numbers than ever before. Roughly 37 percent of US households are now home to a cat, and while I obviously think that number should be higher (seriously, have you met cats? they’re pretty great), this is a huge achievement. More people than ever are discovering the joy of sharing life with a feline, resulting in a steady rise of cat companionship. As adoption rates rise, there is, in turn, a marked decrease in euthanasia.

		It’s easy to see why increased adoption would mean decreased euthanasia. Adoption is a solution to euthanasia, and the two variables are thus inversely correlated; as adoption goes up, euthanasia goes down. But this is not a one-to-one correlation, as adoption is only one of several variables necessary to get euthanasia to zero—it is not a full solution. Adoption, of course, only helps cats who are adoptable. If you examine the data, you’ll quickly find that the cats who are dying in shelters tend not to be cats for whom adoption would have been a solution. The populations that are most at risk in modern-day animal shelters are the unadoptables.

		Unadoptable animals are those who are not candidates for an adoption program. For felines, this comprises two main populations: cats who are feral and cats who are under eight weeks old. Many people don’t realize that while a two-month-old kitten is the likeliest to find a home in a shelter, a two-week-old kitten is the likeliest to be killed. You simply can’t go to an animal shelter and adopt a neonatal kitten or a fractious cat who doesn’t tolerate touch. But that doesn’t mean those animals aren’t there, or that they don’t deserve our help. Feral cats and unweaned kittens are the two biggest populations comprising the 860,000 feline deaths in shelters each year, which is why these are the two populations I’ve dedicated my life to understanding and saving.

		Just because an animal isn’t a candidate for adoption doesn’t mean her life is without value; it simply means she needs a different solution than an adoption program. For feral cats, this means providing them with a solution that allows them to live their full lives outdoors, where they are most at home, without bringing more kittens into the world (read more about feral cats in Chapter Two). For kittens, it means providing a solution that keeps them alive until they are old enough to be adopted into a home. There are a number of programs that aim to protect unadoptable populations, including trap-neuter-return, on-site nurseries, and foster care. The result of these strategies is that we are able to reduce the number of kittens being born, while shepherding those kittens who are born through the vulnerable period of unadoptability. We are able to create hope where there otherwise would be none.

		STAY STUBBORN, HAVE HOPE

		What is hope? To me, hope is more than a cheesy motivational poster or a platitude embossed on a charm bracelet. It is the defiant resistance against suffering, and the relentless insistence that a positive outcome is possible. It is the shifting tide that occurs when we refuse to accept needless death as an inevitability. From this stubborn love, miraculous things can occur! When it comes to the euthanasia epidemic, I’ve always been stubborn . . . and I’ve always had hope.

		Euthanasia is, by definition, “the act or practice of killing or permitting the death of hopelessly sick or injured individuals.”2 But is a kitten hopeless just because she is three weeks old? Heck no! Having raised hundreds of thriving babies, I hardly consider them beyond hope. The fact is that they are only hopeless if we fail to provide them with opportunities to stay alive. When we intervene with love and hands-on support, we find that they are, in fact, bursting with the capacity to grow, to heal, and to become wonderful companions. We must simply give them the chance.

		The process of raising kittens is as close to actual magic as I’ll ever get. The moment I bring home a new batch of filthy, hungry wiggle worms, it’s like I suddenly grow five extra hearts. Over the next several weeks I pour pure love into each individual, and it makes them transform from “hopelessly” scrawny into pudgy, strong-boned, affectionate little creatures who return the love tenfold. When it’s time for adoption, I get to give this tremendous gift of companionship to total strangers, brightening their world and giving a lifetime of happiness to the cats. It feels totally silly to say, but the love we give has ripple effects that we may never even know.

		As heavy as it can feel to examine the state of the kitten, the beautiful thing is that each of us is capable of creating tangible hope that actively shifts the future for both the individual animal and sheltering as we know it. Every tiny moment of kindness, every small act of compassion adds up to create a safer world. At the end of the day, my time with each kitten is just a blip—a small moment of stubborn hope. But to a being whose entire future is dependent on surviving for a few short weeks, these tiny moments make all the difference.

		GIMME SHELTER

		So if euthanasia is meant for hopeless animals, and kittens aren’t hopeless, why are so many kittens killed in shelters? Before examining these heartbreaking issues, it’s important to note that most shelters are doing the very best they can with the resources available to them, and that their success and the success of the animals in their care is dependent on our ability to approach them with compassion and support. Sadly, though, for a myriad of reasons, most US shelters are not set up to save the little guys, who are therefore being killed in epidemic numbers.

		Neonatal kitten care is a niche skill that requires specialized training and supplies—neither of which are a given in your average animal shelter. When I train shelter staff, I always ask how many people have ever bottle-fed a kitten, and I typically find that few or no employees have been trained in providing this care. In addition to the lack of training, essential items such as kitten formula or bottles often aren’t kept in stock; there simply aren’t sufficient supplies or staffing to provide the care. With hundreds of other animals to feed and support, resources tend to be focused around saving the adoptable populations; kitten care is thus not a main priority for most shelter management.

		It makes sense that neonatal care is traditionally not a top concern, as many shelters will not be able to keep a neonate alive on-site for even twenty-four hours. Most organizations have limited operating hours and are unable to provide overnight care; it would therefore be quite unethical to leave an unweaned baby with no assistance while the facility is closed for the night. For this reason, young kittens generally meet their fate within hours of entering the shelter doors: either they make it out the door to a foster home before the shelter closes, or they don’t make it out at all.

		Even for facilities that do have overnight care, space is an issue. When you consider that shelters have limited housing, it’s easy to see why it is more responsible to give kennel space to an animal who can be quickly adopted than to an animal who will require that space for eight weeks. There simply isn’t adequate space to house every kitten in every community for the duration of her upbringing until she is old enough to be adopted. Moreover, kennels aren’t optimal for socializing kittens during these critical early weeks.

		In addition to the challenges of providing feeding, care, and space to young kittens, most shelters also struggle to meet the medical needs of neonates. Kittens are immunocompromised (read more about immune systems on this page) and are extremely susceptible to illness in a high-volume setting such as an animal rescue facility; even an hour in a shelter can expose a neonate to viruses or parasites that can be life-threatening. To safely accommodate kittens requires strict quarantine protocol and specially designated nursery units, which is not possible for many shelters operating with limited space.

		Shelters can find the treatment of sick neonates to be a challenge. Young kittens are likely to become ill, but treatment can be difficult when veterinarians don’t have experience with the specific needs of neonates. For instance, many prescription drugs are only officially labeled for use in kittens over eight weeks, and even if they are demonstrably safe for use in neonates, some veterinarians are not comfortable prescribing off-label for these little young’uns. Many veterinary professionals are hesitant to provide effective treatment options such as antibiotics or other necessary medications to help save a kitten’s life due to the limited knowledge base around feline pediatrics. And when we fail to act swiftly and aggressively against illness, many kittens fall progressively more ill, and either die in care or are euthanized.

		It’s plain to see that due to their special care requirements, kittens often will not find a suitable environment in their local animal shelter. Brick-and-mortar shelters are well suited to finding homes for adoptable animals, but these unadoptable babies can only thrive in an environment that can provide more individualized and special care. We must find creative solutions that meet the needs of these tiny lives.

		PAINT BY NUMBERS

		It isn’t exactly a secret that kittens under eight weeks old are dying in large numbers, but it’s obscured in a way that prevents public awareness and programmatic change. In order for the public to care and to take action, we need to be aware that there is a problem to begin with; we can’t do better until we know better. But from the language we use in the sheltering industry to the way we track intakes and outcomes, we often fail to represent what is happening to kittens in shelters. How can we even begin to unpack the issue for the public when we have no figures with which to quantify it? We simply cannot paint an accurate picture of the state of the kitten when we fail to represent how deeply at risk they are.

		One of the major problems is our data reporting in animal shelters. There is no national requirement for tracking and reporting animal data, which makes it a challenge to share how dire the situation is. While several states do require shelters to report their numbers, it’s uncommon for them to specifically track kittens under eight weeks old. The industry standard is to track the status of cats at five months or younger and five months or older, noting whether they are adopted, are euthanized, or have another outcome. This skews the data dramatically, as kittens two to five months old are highly adoptable, while those less than two months old are not adoptable at all.
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		Shelters also often fail to count each kitten as an individual, as database software allows the input of kittens as a litter as opposed to counting them as separate animals. This means six neonatal kittens can be counted as one litter. When this happens, they aren’t considered individual lives; they are a unit—unless they are candidates for adoption, in which case they become individuals, each with his own profile. The result is that we don’t have precise numbers for this unadoptable population, either in terms of how their age impacts the likelihood of euthanasia, or in terms of how many are being killed versus how many are saved. We count their successes individually, but not their suffering. This makes it a challenge to demonstrate to policy makers, administrators, and members of the public the great need for programs that specifically target neonates.

		The truth is that the early death of the neonatal kitten is a foregone conclusion written into the very DNA of the US shelter system, even through the language we use. While no governing body oversees animal sheltering as a whole, an industry standard called the Asilomar Accords provides recommended protocol for definitions and reporting shelter statistics. Taken directly from these standards: “The mission of those involved in creating the Asilomar Accords is to work together to save the lives of all healthy and treatable companion animals.” The document continues: “The term ‘healthy’ means and includes all dogs and cats eight weeks of age or older that . . . have manifested no sign of a behavioral or temperamental characteristic that could . . . make the animal unsuitable for placement as a pet . . .” (emphasis my own). This text, while created in the spirit of lifesaving, has the unintended consequence of obscuring public perception around who lives and who dies in shelters. Using this industry definition, shelters can report that they’ve saved all healthy and treatable animals, even if they have, in fact, euthanized thousands of neonates and feral cats.

		While most shelters don’t track unweaned kittens, there are some that do, such as Los Angeles Animal Services. Between July 2012 and June 2013, the City of Los Angeles saw more than nine thousand unweaned kittens enter the doors of its shelters, and 65 percent of those were euthanized. Through public reporting of these numbers, the demand for help increased. Kitten nurseries were opened; transfers to rescue organizations increased; foster homes increased. The city’s open reporting, though upsetting, allows us to paint a picture of what is happening to kittens, what factors are helping them get out alive, and what further help is needed. We can then measure our successes and continue on the correct path. Euthanasia has now dropped substantially; between July 2017 and June 2018, just 20 percent of LA’s unweaned kittens—roughly 1,500 kittens—were killed. While there is still a great need, things are getting better. By acknowledging and talking about the issue, the community has been more capable of working together to solve it.

		It’s a challenge to raise awareness about the plight of kittens, or to create strategic programs to save them, when we can’t track their status through data or understand what’s happening to them with precision. My belief is that if we want to be able to change something, we have to be willing to analyze it and discuss it publicly. We cannot keep ourselves and our communities in the dark; we have to bring this information into the light, no matter how painful it is to know the truth. We must paint an accurate picture and give the public the tools to change it.

		TO KILL OR NOT TO KILL

		I’ve been fortunate to work with countless shelters throughout the country, from large city shelters to small rural facilities, from “no-kill” shelters to shelters with high euthanasia rates. I’ve found that the organizations that need the greatest help also tend to receive the most vitriol from the public—a sort of backlash against killing that is understandable enough, but very much misplaced. Many people simply hear “kittens are killed” and get out their pitchforks before they can even attempt to understand the complexities of the situation. The truth is that it’s complicated: no animal shelter desires to kill cats, yet they collectively kill more than 2,300 every single day in the United States.

		I’ll admit that when I first got involved in rescue, I had no idea why some shelters killed while others did not, and I felt furious at those that did. It’s often human nature to turn to anger before turning to empathy, and shelters are thus routinely targeted by angry but well-meaning animal-lovers. Knowing what I do now, I recognize how naive and unproductive those feelings were. My position is that we must approach shelters in the spirit of cooperation and collaboration. A shelter that kills is quite simply a shelter that needs more support from the community, and this support is hard to recruit when judgment stands in the way.

		Shelters that kill are often referred to by the general public as “kill shelters,” a term that I comprehend but simultaneously find deeply problematic. While accurate in nature, this term scares away would-be adopters, volunteers, and donors, who proudly proclaim that they’d never support a “kill shelter.” Simultaneously, many members of the public claim to only support “no-kill shelters” without fully understanding what these shelters’ policies are. I believe one of the very first steps to being an effective advocate is to understand the structure of the movement; from this starting point, we can begin to see where we fit in as part of the solution. We must understand what kinds of shelters exist, how each one operates, and what support they need.

		In general, there are two kinds of shelters: municipal shelters, which are typically open admission, and private shelters, which are typically limited admission. Most communities have at least one municipal shelter and perhaps one or even several private shelters.

		A municipal shelter is run by the local government, usually a city or a county. These facilities are part of the government just like the police department or the fire department. As part of a governmental body, these organizations receive funding from their municipality, and they are contractually obligated to serve the public as a whole using their allotted budget. That means that they have to accept every single animal that is brought to them from within their contracted region—no matter what. That includes every owner-surrendered cat, dog, guinea pig, or snake; animals from hoarding situations or cruelty cases; stray and free-roaming animals from outside; sick and dying animals; and, yes, tons and tons of neonatal kittens who are way too young to be adopted.

		When a shelter is contractually obligated to take in every animal, that’s called being an open-admission animal shelter—they have an open door to everyone within the municipality. These are the shelters we tend to be talking about when we refer to “kill shelters,” as they must continue to take in animals even if their resources are exhausted. When there aren’t enough resources to save every animal in their care, those resources must be focused where they can do the most good, leaving more vulnerable populations such as neonatal kittens susceptible to euthanasia.

		A private shelter, on the other hand, is a nonprofit organization; it is not run by the government. Private shelters can be open admission if contracted with the local government in a public-private partnership, but more commonly these organizations are limited admission, meaning they are under no obligation to take in every animal. A private organization is just that: it’s private. They take on what they are able to take on, and no more. This means that if they’re full, or if someone brings them an animal like a neonatal kitten whom they do not have the resources to care for, they can turn the animal away.

		Because of this, limited-admission shelters are almost always going to be “no-kill.” Makes sense, right? Rather than take in animals they don’t have the ability to help, they simply don’t accept them into the program. These organizations can determine exactly what they have the budget, space, and manpower to do, and then set out to do it, without taking on more than they can handle.

		Understanding this core difference between open-admission and limited-admission shelter models is critical to understanding the killing of cats and kittens in shelters. One model is not better or worse than the other; they are simply different—and equally important. Open-admission municipal shelters are critical because without them, many animals are left without anywhere to go. Limited-admission shelters are essential, too, as they can take in overflow animals from the municipal shelters and have the flexibility to choose which populations they want to focus on. For instance, some private shelters have neonatal kitten nurseries, and others focus on special-needs animals. These groups are both completely essential for saving animals’ lives.

		The challenge is when we dichotomize “kill shelters” and “no-kill shelters,” because this juxtaposition creates a judgment zone. “Kill” and “no-kill” are not perfect opposites; our success as a national movement is, in fact, interdependent. We must all work together and develop a more nuanced understanding of where we are and where we need to go—together.

		In order to not kill, a shelter must have either fewer animals coming through its doors or sufficient support to save every animal who does. This means that while limited-admission shelters can achieve “no-kill” by focusing only on the lives they can save, open-admission shelters can only save every animal if they have enough support from the community.

		It’s important to note that “no-kill” does not even necessarily mean that kittens will be saved. The goal of the movement is to reach a day where every healthy or treatable animal is saved—but we have to keep in mind that even many leading organizations do not consider kittens under eight weeks old “healthy and treatable.” While I am a massive supporter of the movement, I also think it’s important to be honest with the public about what we mean when we say “no-kill.” My hope is that as we develop a greater awareness of the numbers of kittens dying in shelters, the public will respond with support, and the movement will be inspired to expand its definition to include neonatal kittens as well.

		
			FOR THE KITTENS, FOR THE HUMANS

			I’ll never forget one of the most devastating and beautiful conversations I’ve ever had at an event. A woman approached me with tears in her eyes, sharing that she’d been employed by her local open-admission shelter for years and had been made to euthanize hundreds of kittens in that time due to lack of resources. As she hugged me, we both cried. My heart broke for her—a brave, compassionate, and hurting person. She told me that the increase in community awareness is having a real impact on the number of kittens being saved in her shelter through foster care. She asked me to keep advocating, and told me that she will be pushing ahead, too, as hard as it might be. With a lump in my throat, it hit me that kitten advocacy doesn’t just save animals . . . it saves people, too. I will never forget her words.

			When we buy into the rhetoric that people who work in open-admission shelters enjoy killing animals, we are spitting in the faces of some of the bravest people in our movement. It takes a bold, loving, selfless person to stand at the center of the storm, doing triage. Those of us on the sidelines must bring compassion and awareness to the animal-loving community, and learn to extend a helpful and gentle hand to our courageous friends working in shelters. We must all find it in ourselves to do our tiny part toward a day when shelters are sufficiently supported so that they are safer spaces for animals and humans alike.

		

		KEEP TURNING

		A truly no-kill nation is not far away, and we can each do our part to make it happen. In order to achieve a safer future for felines, there are three essential components: policies, programs, and participants. First, the shelter administration and local government have a duty to develop ordinances and organizational policies that create opportunities to save lives. Then, the shelter has to take the next step by creating programs that serve each vulnerable population, such as a TNR program for community cats and a foster program for kittens. Finally, and most important, the community must supply participants. Even a shelter with progressive policies and programs still cannot succeed without us—the community. A foster program is nothing without foster parents; a TNR program does not exist without trappers.

		With this understanding, we can start to see that killing is not a shelter problem; it’s a community problem with a community solution. It’s the responsibility of the shelter to create these policies and programs, but it’s ultimately the responsibility of the public to participate in them. When kittens are coming through the doors in boxes and buckets, their fate is not in the hands of the shelter employee; it’s in our hands. By participating in community-based programs like fostering, we enable a shelter’s lifesaving capacity to expand exponentially—stretching out beyond the limited square footage of four concrete walls and into the safe haven of our homes.

		While it can be distressing to peel back the curtain and begin to understand how many cards are stacked against kittens, doing so is our first step to being part of the solution. Knowing where we stand today enables us to be aspirational in the actions that lead to tomorrow, and to keep the wheel in motion. My belief is that animal welfare is at an exciting turning point, and that we have a tremendous opportunity to do good by extending our awareness and efforts to the unadoptable populations. In the next chapters, we’ll take a deep dive into the lifesaving actions we can take for these vulnerable kittens through prevention programs and fostering.
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		CHAPTER TWO

		IT’S RAINING KITTENS: HOW TO STOP THE FLOOD

		RIDDLE ME THIS

		Here’s a riddle for you. What can you love with your whole heart, but simultaneously not want more of?

		Pizza and kittens.

		Turns out it is possible to have too much of a good thing! Just like an overstuffed belly can’t accommodate another slice, an overpopulated community can’t save more kittens than it has the capacity to help. Whether we’re talking full stomachs or full shelters—full is full. I love kittens, but we certainly don’t need more of them! That’s why one of the primary ways to save kittens is to actively prevent more of them from being born. When we decrease the number of kittens being born each year, we get closer to a day when every kitten has a safe place to thrive.
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		THE REASON FOR THE SEASON

		You know what they say: April showers bring May kittens! Okay, maybe that’s not what everyone says, but it’s certainly true. Kitten season is a phenomenon wherein breeding occurs rampantly during the warm seasons, flooding animal shelters with an often unmanageable number of litters. Kitten season hits at different times depending on the location’s weather and sunlight; for instance, many mid-Atlantic caregivers see very few kittens between October and March, but in the sunny South, kitten season can be nearly year-round. As it turns out, humans aren’t the only species that get spring fever.

		So why does kitten season occur? It has a lot to do with cats’ heat cycles, which occur most frequently in a warm and sunny climate. Female cats’ heat cycles are dependent on the presence of abundant daylight due to the impact of the sun on the body’s hormones. During the darker, shorter days of winter, cats’ melatonin levels increase and they are less likely to breed, but as the days become longer and melatonin decreases, cats are more likely to be on the prowl for a mate. This means kitten caregivers are typically swamped with babies during the summer, but get a nice winter break. Heat cycles and cold weather don’t mix!
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				Kitten season is a handful for animal shelters.

			
		
		Kitten season is a perfect storm. Cats reach sexual maturity very young, and are able to become pregnant as young as four months of age. They have short gestation periods, with an average of roughly sixty-three days, and large litter sizes, with an average of five kittens. This means that cats breed young, often, and in high numbers. Oy vey.

		Cats are amazingly adaptive creatures, and it makes sense that they have evolved to reproduce seasonally so that their offspring are more likely to survive the outdoor conditions. Tragically, while they may be more likely to survive outdoors in the sunshine than in a snowstorm, the rapid increase in reproduction means that they’re also entering shelters at a dangerous rate during the warm months. The major spike in the population can severely wear on shelters’ resources, making it a challenge to find placement for every animal. That’s why fostering is truly a perfect spring/summer activity.

		I CAME TO SPAY

		With hundreds of thousands of cats and kittens being killed annually, prevention programs are paramount. Spay/neuter efforts have long been a top priority for the animal welfare community, and for good reason: sterilization programs are proven to play a significant role in decreasing the intake and euthanasia of cats and dogs in animal shelters.1 But while we may have come a long way in spay/neuter awareness, when it comes to decreasing the kitten population, we’ve still got a long, long way to go.

		Over the past decade, there has been tremendous effort put into decreasing the number of feline pregnancies through sterilization. Advances in veterinary medicine have resulted in the rise of pediatric spay/neuter, allowing veterinarians to perform surgery on kittens at two pounds and two months of age, eliminating the risk of accidental pregnancy (read more about pediatric sterilization on this page). Low-cost spay/neuter clinics are popping up across the country, making services more accessible than ever to rescue groups and members of the public. As spay/neuter surgeries have become more affordable and expanded toward pediatric patients, sterilization has become an essential component of adoption programs. While it used to be fairly common for organizations to adopt out cats who were intact, it is now a standard policy for all animals in a shelter to be sterilized prior to adoption. Millions of dollars in funds are granted to sterilization programs every year in hopes of reducing the number of animals who need homes.

		In spite of this fantastic progress, many people still fail to have cats and kittens sterilized due to lack of funds, transportation, or awareness, or even due to delayed surgery that results in an accidental pregnancy. Every day I receive messages about pregnant pet cats, or read comments from people who are thrilled to share that their companion cat has just given birth to kittens. While cat-lovers may be excited to experience “the miracle of life,” the truth is that increasing the number of kittens in need is anything but miraculous. We must continue to respectfully educate the community about the urgent need to reduce the number of cats born each year.

		But as important as it is to help pet cats get sterilized, by far the largest obstacle we have to overcome is the lack of awareness about the importance of sterilizing outdoor community cats. While many people do understand the responsibility of spaying and neutering the cats in their home, the average cat-lover does not grasp the importance of actively extending that support to the unowned cats living outside in their neighborhood. But whether the cat is a cuddly companion or a feral feline, spaying and neutering is critical, because sterilizing pet cats actually addresses only a small sliver of the feline population. Spend just a season rescuing kittens, and you’ll have no question that our efforts need to extend beyond our doorstep and into the great outdoors.

		FROM THE STREETS

		Kittens come from the darnedest places, I tell ya. Over the years, I’ve rescued kittens from some of the most bizarre, unexpected origins. Kittens like Scraps, a tiny tuxedo I found curled up in a compost bin in my friend’s garden. Kittens like Kiwi, a little tortie I pulled from a bush in front of a busy restaurant. Kittens like Gadzooks, a teeny tabby who was living underneath the hood of a car. I used to joke that if you want to find a kitten, all you have to do is step outside, open your eyes, and pivot.
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		For years, I offered these kittens refuge and care, never understanding how so many were wandering outside alone. Looking back, it’s unbelievable to me that it took me so long to make the connection. Here I was, managing what felt like a constant flood of kittens, without taking a moment to consider the source of the flow. As advocates, we must not only find better ways to save the lives of those in need, but also trace their stories to their sources in order to understand how to change the future. And their beginnings are almost always identical: they are coming from the streets.

		Every time I rescue a kitten from outside, people want to know what kind of horrible person would have abandoned the kitten under a porch or in a trash can. Yet the answer is simple. Who would put a kitten outside? Her mother would! Porches, bushes, compost bins, and even dumpsters make great shelter for cats, so it’s common to find that nursing moms have placed their kittens in these makeshift hideaways. The vast majority of kittens found outdoors aren’t abandoned—they are simply there because that’s where they were born. Research suggests that roughly 80 percent of new kittens born each year are born outdoors to free-roaming cats.2 Their mothers are typically unowned, unsterilized cats who may be right around the corner, roaming the neighborhood in search of their daily meal.

		NEW KITTENS BORN ANNUALLY
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		Unfortunately, it’s all too common for Good Samaritans to stumble upon kittens outdoors and, assuming they’ve been abandoned, pick them up and take them away from their mother. What happens next depends on the individual who found them. They may try to care for the kittens themselves, either successfully or unsuccessfully. They may bring the kittens to an animal shelter, a veterinary clinic, or a pet store, all of which are often unable to provide the care the kittens need. It’s tragically ironic that those who think they have saved an abandoned animal are often responsible for setting into motion a series of events that ultimately leads to the kitten’s untimely death.

		Even when orphaned kittens end up in the care of a rescuer like me, they are at a disadvantage. The fact is that while I may be a pro at working with orphans, I will never be able to raise a kitten like a mama cat can. When a kitten is separated from her mother, it requires immense resources and energy to keep her alive. After eight weeks of pouring my heart and soul into these motherless babies, it always hurts me to know that as I work so hard to save their lives, their mothers and fathers are often still out there on the street . . . procreating more and more. This is why I believe we have a duty to educate our communities about why so many kittens are outside to begin with, and why it is so important to decrease the kitten population by spaying and neutering community cats.

		
			TRAILER PARK GIRLS: BANJO AND FIDDLE

			It was a winding and beautiful drive through the West Virginia mountains to get to the county animal shelter. I’d been brought in to teach the local animal control officers a hands-on workshop about how to trap outdoor community cats for sterilization, and I traveled in a car full of trapping supplies. The officers had identified a trailer park that was a major source of problems for their community—for years, kittens and cats had been surrendered from that location, and neighbor complaints about the cats were frequent. I couldn’t wait to help them solve the problem.

			After teaching the classroom portion of the workshop, we drove caravan-style past luscious green trees, over creeks and streams, deep into the hills. Nestled in the forest was a community of about twenty trailers, and the moment we pulled up, I knew it was going to be an intense afternoon. Cats darted across the road, lay sprawled on the grass, and hid in the shade of cars. Within just one minute of arriving I saw half a dozen cats pop in and out of the open windows of one trailer, coming and going as they pleased. “Yep. That’s the lady who puts out all the food,” an animal control officer said with a sigh.

			I knocked on the door, and it slowly opened with a creak. An elderly woman in a pink muumuu and thick glasses emerged, and at her bare feet two young cats chased each other out into the yard. “Hi there, my name is Hannah, and I’m here to help your cats.”

			I talked with her for several minutes, reassuring her that we didn’t want to take her cats away—that, in fact, I loved her compassionate heart and simply wanted to help her have a better experience and to get the population under control by getting everyone spayed and neutered. The situation was clearly out of hand, but fortunately the county was willing to work with her as long as the animals were sterilized. The officers and I set out traps throughout the property next to the trailers, in the woods, in driveways, and under porches. One by one, the cats went into the traps and we loaded them into the officers’ vehicles in preparation for surgery. As the sun was setting, we felt confident that we’d gotten as many as we could that day and began to pack up. And that’s when I heard a tiny muffled noise.

			Meowww!

			“Do you hear that?” I wondered if I had made it up. “I swear, I think I just heard a little meow.” I stood still and waited.

			Meowww! Meowww!

			“Where on earth could that be coming from?” I ducked down, looking under the porch. Nothing. Under the car. Nothing. Still, more little meows came.

			I got on my hands and knees and pressed my ear against the bottom of the trailer, which had a vinyl covering that wrapped over its base.

			MEOWWW!

			“Oh my god. I think there is a kitten trapped underneath the house.” Before I knew it, I was prying back the vinyl and peeking my head inside. The underbelly of the trailer was about two and a half feet high and pitch-black, but my flashlight revealed a dirt floor crawling with bugs and fuzzy pink insulation above. I moved my light from side to side until it illuminated a small stack of cinder blocks, and inside one I spotted a tiny black-and-white kitten, meowing her head off.

			“I see you! I’m coming!”

			Of course, where there are unsterilized cats, there will be kittens. The act of feeding cats is a compassionate one, but without additionally spaying and neutering the population, this cat colony had been enabled to grow and grow. Although the officers and I were there to put an end to that, the fact remained that in the moment, kittens were there—and they needed help.

			Hunched over, I slowly crawled across the dirt floor, holding my flashlight in one hand and batting away cobwebs with the other. Oh my god, this is so gross, I thought, but I knew I wanted to get that little kitten. Spiders ran over my shoes and jumped onto my arms. Just look straight ahead. Get the kitten and get out. The meows got louder and louder as I shuffled closer.

			“Oh no! There’s another one!” I looked up into the insulation and saw that a mama cat and her calico kitten had made themselves a bed. I sighed. This wasn’t going to be easy. Approaching the kitten in the cinder block, I cautiously extended a hand. She was surprisingly unafraid. I picked her up, held her against my chest, and shuffled my way back out. She was about five weeks old—the perfect age to be weaned and socialized for adoption. I knew I’d be able to get her a great home in due time.

			By this point, the sun had set and everyone was ready to leave . . . except me. I was so determined to get the mama cat and the other kitten that I didn’t want to return to my hotel. I went back under the trailer, but to my frustration couldn’t get anywhere near the pair—the mama wouldn’t budge, and the little calico just kept running deeper and deeper into the insulation. The day was over and I knew I had to let it go. The officers made a plan to come back and trap the mama and the other baby, so I reluctantly packed up to leave. At least I’d gotten the one.

			But as I walked to the car, I just felt more and more angry at myself for not getting the second kitten out of there. She was right at the age where she could be socialized, and I knew that by leaving her behind I risked having her grow past socialization age. I couldn’t get myself to leave. I am getting that darn kitten. So after the officers had left, there I was, underneath this elderly woman’s house, late at night, covered in bugs and filth, still trying to get this little calico. The harder I tried, the less I cared about the spiders in my hair. I had my eyes on the prize.

			
				[image: ]
			

			By the time I emerged with the calico, I was covered head to toe in dirt and cobwebs, and laughing hysterically in the moonlight. Unlike her sister, this kitten was tense and not amused by me. “Oh my god, little one. I can’t believe I got you. You’re going to have such a good life, I promise. Trust me.”

			I got back to my hotel and set them up in the bathroom with some food and water, which they gobbled up right away. I sat with them, gently talking and offering little scritches to their heads and cheeks. Though they were skeptical at first, their tension slowly melted into trust, and soon we were all fast friends. I named them Banjo and Fiddle, and the three of us returned to Washington, DC, together, where they spent the next few weeks being prepared for adoption.

			Banjo and Fiddle’s home colony was sterilized, and their feral mama was spayed so that no more kittens would be born under the trailer in the future. Now that the population was stable, the sweet woman in the muumuu could keep feeding her feline friends without sending the shelter an unending stream of kittens from the trailer park. Case closed!

			As for Banjo and Fiddle, they made it out at the perfect age: old enough to leave mom, but young enough to become acquainted with human affection. By the time Banjo and Fiddle made it to adoption age, they were the cuddliest kittens on the planet, and they were adopted into a loving home by a man who adores them. Inspired by their story, their adopter became involved in not just kitten rescue but also kitten prevention. He is now active in fostering and sterilizing all the would-be kitten parents in his community.

		
		MEET THE PAWRENTS

		So who are all these cats giving birth under trailers and in the bushes, and where did they come from? Before getting active in kitten rescue, I had no idea that so many unowned outdoor cats populated the streets of the United States. But after years of working to end kitten euthanasia, I now know that this is a classic case of the chicken and the egg; we can’t understand how to help kittens without first understanding how to help their parents. I now dedicate a large portion of my work to raising awareness about these free-roaming felines: community cats.

		Community cats are unowned outdoor cats who live in family groups called colonies. While some refer to them as feral cats, I find that the term “community cat” is a much more accurate descriptor for the population of cats who live outdoors. “Feral” describes behavior that not every free-roaming cat exhibits, while “community cat” refers to the place where these cats live and is thus an all-encompassing description: they are part of the community, just like you and me. Some research suggests that roughly half the cats living in the United States are community cats, though an accurate number is impossible to estimate at this time.

		Community cats are incredibly resourceful animals, and they may have one, two, or even ten food sources, including caregivers in the neighborhood, refuse, and even small rodents. They tend to congregate around densely populated urban areas due to the abundance of resources available, such as shelter and human food waste, but they are also commonly found in rural areas near farms and in suburban areas near businesses and housing developments. Simply put, wherever there are people, there are bound to be community cats. And where there are unsterilized community cats, there are bound to be kittens!

		While community cats can exhibit a wide range of social behaviors, many of them are undersocialized to humans because they have had limited interaction with us, up close and personal. They may be friendly, feral, or somewhere in the middle, but the less early exposure they had to human touch, the more likely they are to be on the feral end of the spectrum. Don’t fear these cats—while the term “feral” can call to mind a negative connotation, most community cats aren’t ferocious to humans unless cornered. Feral cat behavior tends to be avoidant rather than aggressive! As stealthy and sleek as cats are, they can make themselves scarce if they don’t want to be seen. That’s why when you find kittens outside, it’s common that no mother is in sight; she’s probably hiding from you!

		While some may be surprised to find that there are so many community cats outdoors, their presence in our lives is anything but new. I like to think of community cats as the original cat, as our relationship with them can be traced back all the way to the advent of agriculture in the Fertile Crescent, over ten thousand years ago! As humans began successfully growing and storing grains, farms became a haven for rodents seeking food. And who did the rodents attract? You guessed it. All cats we know today are descendants of the wildcats, Felis silvestris lybica, that lived alongside early human civilizations. In a fascinating 2017 paleogenetics study, researchers found that cats initially spread from their home in the Near East along the pathways of the farming and trade movements, being utilized for rodent abatement on ships and eventually settling throughout nearly every corner of the world. These untamed mousers weren’t considered domesticated pets for the majority of our shared history. That is, until the 1947 invention of cat litter became popularized in the late 1950s and 1960s, bringing these community cats indoors . . . and changing our relationship with felines forever.

		If you look at our 10,000-plus years of history living alongside cats, it’s only within the blink of an eye that we’ve been keeping them as indoor pets. Yet as a few generations have passed, we’ve forgotten where cats originally came from. Today, cats are still living in large numbers the way they always have: outdoors, in symbiosis with human populations. While the goal might be to change the future of cats, we can’t strategize about where we are headed if we don’t acknowledge where they come from, and where they currently stand. I believe it’s critical for us to recognize that we’re not standing at the end of the domestication timeline—if anything, we’re only halfway there.
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		Tragically, we often fail to meet the needs of this population. In the absence of a community cat program, these cats are frequently killed in shelters because they are not candidates for adoption. In many cases, they may be picked up by caring individuals who believe they are lost cats and bring them to a shelter in an attempt to help them. In other scenarios, they may be dropped off by complainants, or they may even be picked up by animal control officers. In any case, once they make it to the animal shelter, the majority aren’t suitable for an adoptive home because they are so often undersocialized. If no program exists to save their lives, many shelters have no solution for these cats aside from euthanasia.

		Because of their unique needs, which are distinct from those of the pet cats we see in adoption programs, community cats and neonatal kittens make up the two largest feline populations killed in shelters. If you’re an advocate for kittens, it’s essential that you’re an advocate for their parents, community cats, too. After all, community cats and kittens are two sides of the same coin, and their fates are intertwined. We must fight for them simultaneously.

		FOUND, BUT NOT LOST

		Like kittens, community cats are a deeply misunderstood population, and that misunderstanding prevents the public from knowing how to help. It’s therefore critically important to increase public awareness about who community cats are, why there are so many kittens outside, and what to do when you find a feline. I believe that a large reason we don’t understand community cats is the narrative we construct around them.

		If you look at the language we use to talk about cats who are found outdoors, it’s almost always presumptive of prior habitation in a human home. We refer to them as “stray,” implying that they are lost and have wandered away from a guardian, or as “homeless,” falsely portraying them as being without a home base of their own. But community cats are not lost or homeless; the outdoors is their home. They have deep connections with their surrounding habitats, forming relationships with other cats in their colonies and establishing routines and patterns just like we do. When we fail to understand community cats, it becomes much more confusing for the public to understand why there are so many kittens outside. This results in another misused term: many people will call kittens from outside “abandoned,” implying that the kitten has been cruelly discarded by a human, when in reality outdoor kittens are almost always there because they were born there—in a community cat colony!
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				My grandmother recently surprised me with a funny creation from my childhood: a story I had written on construction paper in 1992, titled “The Adventures of the Two Lost Kittens.” Growing up, I shared the common assumption that any kittens outside must be lost. Now I know that they are typically born to community cats!

			
		
		This misuse of language is detrimental in a number of ways. For starters, lack of public awareness about community cats causes people to assume that any kitten found outside will be motherless. This results in kittens becoming orphaned simply because our society does not realize that their parents—community cats—are living all around us. Additionally, our assumption that outdoor cats are lost pets causes us to look upon them with pity that they don’t get a warm lap to sit on or a windowsill from which to observe the world. This pity erases the cat’s own desires, which may have nothing to do with a human home. Consequently, staggering numbers of community cats are killed in shelters every year because they have been surrendered by people who were trying to give them a better life, thus robbing them of the good life they already had. But perhaps the most damaging effect of the lack of awareness of community cats is the hindering of our ability to do widespread, impactful work for them and their kittens. After all, we can’t change what we don’t understand.

		We also use this harmful language within the animal sheltering industry, much to the detriment of the cats we are tasked with saving. When keeping data on cats who enter animal shelters, we tend to have five options for the origin of the animal:

		
			[image: ] Stray/at large (found outdoors)

			[image: ] Relinquished by owner (surrendered to be put up for adoption)

			[image: ] Owner-requested euthanasia (surrendered to be euthanized)

			[image: ] Transferred in (coming from another shelter or agency)

			[image: ] Other intakes (miscellaneous)

		

		More than half of all cats entering US animal shelters are classified in the system as “stray,” but unlike stray dogs, who are often truly lost or abandoned, the vast majority of these “stray” cats aren’t lost at all; they are simply unowned.3 This accounts for the major difference in owner reclamation with cats and dogs: while 33.9 percent of lost dogs were reclaimed in 2016, only 4.7 percent of “lost” cats are reunited with an owner, according to Shelter Animals Count. These cats often are not reclaimed because they never had a home to begin with. When the animal welfare industry itself offers no option for quantifying the number of animals coming into shelters who are not lost but are, in fact, community cats and kittens, it becomes immeasurably more difficult to make impactful policies and to change public awareness of issues affecting these animals. Policies are built on data, and our data is skewed by misleading criteria; we are measuring the wrong things. Community cats need their own language just as much as they need their own programs.

		None of this is to say that cats shouldn’t be indoor companions; my personal cats are indoor-only (aside from the occasional walk on a harness!), and my entire career is spent bringing kittens off the streets and placing them into indoor homes. Rather, this is to suggest that on a small scale, we must meet cats where they are in order to save their lives, and on a larger scale, we have to be realistic and honest about our starting point if we want to be pragmatic about achieving change. Like it or not, we are starting with the reality that tens of millions of cats live outdoors in the United States, and without a cultural shift and a plan of action, we will be dealing with orphaned kittens and high euthanasia rates for years to come.

		With so many community cats living in close proximity to humans, people are going to be finding a lot of kittens—and we have the option of making a big difference in their lives through our kind actions. But we must start at an understanding of their context, recognizing first that not all cats who wander are lost.

		STARTING AT THE SOURCE

		Anyone who works in cat welfare knows that the source of kittens is community cats, but in order to create effective policies and programs, it’s essential to examine the data. Time and time again, research shows that kittens are coming primarily from the outdoors. “The sheer numbers and high reproductive capacity of community cats combine to make them the leading source of new kitten births,” according to a study led by Dr. Julie Levy, a renowned veterinary scientist and professor of shelter medicine.4

		Perhaps the best national statistics available at this time come from Shelter Animals Count, an initiative that compiles data from more than three thousand organizations to demonstrate trends in intakes and outcomes for cats and dogs in the United States. Upon examining their 2017 intake records

		
			
				
				
				
				
				
			
			
				
						
						
					
				

			
			
				
						
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
				

				
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
							
						

					
						
						
					
						
						
					
				

				
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
				

				
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
				

				
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
				

				
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
				

				
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
						
						
					
				

			
		

		
		
		TNR: A KITTEN-PREVENTION PROGRAM

		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
		

		
			DOUGIE FROM THE BLOCK

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		
		HOW TO TRAP A CAT OR KITTEN
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		WHAT TO DO IF YOU FIND A KITTEN OUTSIDE
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