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1.    Choosing a cat
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Choosing a cat suggests that the decision to keep a pet cat is always part of a carefully thought-out process which is then followed by a visit to a local breeder or rescue centre. However, in a world where cat populations are expanding fast, this is not always the case. It may not even be possible for you to choose between a cat and a kitten as sometimes one or the other will find your family!


Adult cats

If you want to re-home an adult cat, try to avoid taking on a nervous or an aggressive one by visiting the rescue centre several times and offering the cats physical contact.





must know

Cat runs

Create a special run to give your house cat access to an outdoor area. It may be entered via an open window or a cat flap at the back or the side of your home. Cat runs offer your pet the best of both worlds (your home and garden) whilst protecting it from any potential dangers.






Assessing a cat

In rescue centres, the cats rarely show their true behaviours (beyond aggression and timidity) when kept in temporary accommodation. However, the staff may be able to give you a general assessment, which offers some pointers to a cat’s sociability.

If a cat can be handled (stroked and picked up), that is an indicator of sociability. Nervous cats look for bolt-holes in the smallest places and should not be judged simply on a need to find sanctuary from a ‘hostile world’. Such cats may stabilize eventually in a caring home and start being sociable. Prolonged observations and contact with a potential adoptee provides a more realistic assessment of personality.
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If you already have a cat, then check with the breeder or rescue centre that an adult cat you may wish to acquire does not display aggressive or dominant behaviour towards other cats.

House cat or free-roaming cat?

The type of facilities you have and the access you offer to the outdoor environment will determine whether you get a pedigree or a moggie. Pedigree kittens, if they are socialized and possess good temperaments, will make great house cats. To prevent exposure to infections from outdoor cats and the dangers of roads, they are often restricted to the house and supervised while exercising within the garden, which should be enclosed securely. If you want your cat to roam freely outside, a moggie is a better choice.

Risks to free-roaming cats

Cats that are unfamiliar with busy roads can find themselves ‘frozen in headlights’ and struck by vehicles – most feline fatalities are the result of night-time road traffic accidents. Other fatalities result from serious infections, such as ‘cat flu’ and cat leukaemia, which may be passed on by free-roaming cats. Poisons, which are laid down to kill unwanted pests and vermin, are another of the potential hazards for free-roaming cats.

Which is the better option?

Although some people believe that it is cruel to keep a house cat inside permanently, pedigree cats that have been born and raised indoors appear to be quite happy and contented to live within the protection and the comfort of their owners’ homes. And with the increased number of motor vehicles on the roads today, an indoor cat is much safer and more likely to live a longer, healthier life than the outdoor ‘free-roaming’ pet.

[image: image]

Many house cats love looking out of the window and watching the world go by outside their home.





must know

Feral cats

These cats live a wild existence and usually only tolerate human company, if at all, to access food. They hide away from people and are difficult to socialize and domesticate. If you are a novice or average cat owner rather than an expert, you should not entertain the idea of owning a feral cat.
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You are more likely to be ‘adopted’ by a moggie than a pedigree, such as this Siamese.


Cats can find you

There are many cats who have ‘wanderlust’ and kitten litters that do not ‘belong’ to a particular keeper. Instead, they happily adopt several families within their local neighbourhood, who offer food and sometimes a safe, warm place to sleep at night.

Adopting a cat

The first you know of a cat adopting your family may occur when you find it sitting outside your front or back door. Such cats are often quite vocal, and there is a particular type of cry that can suggest starvation to most sympathetic people. Adopting these cats can be a gradual, surreptitious process that goes almost unnoticed until the realization finally dawns that your feline friend has decided to live at your home and has adopted you!

What to do

If a cat decides to turn up on your doorstep and wants to come and live with you, it may be worth checking locally to ascertain if anyone has reported a cat missing. You can make inquiries at the local veterinary clinics and look on shop notice boards. It is possible that someone has just moved into or left your area and your new-found friend has simply become confused.

Wandering cats may stay in the short term and then, as suddenly as they arrived, they may disappear. Always ensure that any new cat that arrives in this way is examined by your local veterinary surgeon for any signs of infections and ask about possible vaccinations.






want to know more?

• To find out more about kittens for sale, look in your local newspaper or specialist cat magazines.

• To get a rescue cat, contact Cats Protection and visit one of their rescue centres. Email: cpl@cats.org.uk

• Alternatively phone Wood Green Animal Shelters: 01763 838329

weblinks

• Check out the Cat Protection website: www.cats.org.uk









2.    The perfect kitten
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Bringing your new kitten home can be slightly nerve-wracking for both of you. However, with a little care and attention, from the moment you pick him up until you introduce him into your home, you can start your relationship successfully. Your kitten will not know why he has been removed from his litter siblings and mother, but he will soon learn that a big, new world lies beyond his former home. Everything will be unfamiliar and strange to him, and it is up to you to settle him into his new home and reassure him that he is in safe hands.


Collecting your kitten

There cannot be many aspects of pet-keeping that are more exciting than bringing home your chosen companion. To ensure that this is a successful and stress-free occasion for everyone concerned, make a list in advance of all the items you require and devise a strategy for the family to follow.





must know

Plan ahead

Before collecting your kitten, get organized. You will need:

• A transport unit (crate or carrier) or temporary carrying box

• Kitchen roll, newspaper or an old towel to line the bottom of the box or crate in case of mishaps

• A notebook to list your kitten’s existing diet and any recommendations made by the breeder or rescue centre

• A friend to drive the car for you, or to carry the cat box or crate






Planning for the arrival

When bringing a kitten home for the first time or transporting him to the veterinary centre or cattery, it is important to keep him secure. There are many kinds of pet carriers and travel crates. Some are temporary boxes which are made out of cardboard, and these are suitable for short-term use and for emergencies, whereas others are made from hard-wearing plastic or plastic-coated wire and are ideal for long-term regular use.

Heading home

When collecting your kitten, be sure to place a clean towel, some kitchen roll or sheets of newspaper in the bottom of the carrier to soak up any accidents that may occur. Pick up the kitten gently but firmly, supporting his bottom with one hand, and place him in the carrier. Close the door quickly and then secure the fastener. Carry the box on your knees and ask the driver to drive smoothly without excessive braking or cornering to prevent sudden movements as you make your journey home.

Do not leave the kitten unattended when he is inside the carrier. When transporting him, take care that he cannot become over-heated or too cold.
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Your kitten will soon settle in to his new home and in no time at all he will become a much-loved family member.


Settling in

When you arrive home, take the box and kitten into the room you have chosen for his first night. Close any doors that may offer a frightened kitten an opportunity to take flight. A little care at this early stage can prevent a great deal of heartache.





must know

Going outside

As your kitten gets to know you and you are confident that he will come when you call him, under your supervision he may make his first excursions to other parts of the house and eventually the garden.






Introducing your family

To help your new feline friend settle into your home quickly and become a much-loved member of the family, do not try to expose him to everyone at once. It is not necessary to introduce all the family members and any pets you may own to your new kitten on his first day.

Territorial security

Ideally, in the initial twenty-four hours, the kitten should be allowed to explore one room, which should be made secure from other animals. You must provide water, a small amount of food, a litter tray (a covered one in the case of an older kitten) and, most importantly, peace and quiet.

If you have adopted an older kitten or an adult cat, then it may well be advisable to ask the rescue centre for a small amount of his soiled litter. This ‘waste’ can be transferred to the new tray in your home, and this will ensure that your kitten will ‘associate’ faster with his new surroundings – through scent – and will often stimulate almost immediate usage of the tray. The additional benefit of this strategy is that it will also encourage an aspect of ‘feline territorial security’ which ‘marking’ either with urine or with faeces stimulates.


Handling your kitten

There is always a great temptation to keep picking up your new kitten. However, although it is very important to have positive physical contact with your pet, this should be done confidently and correctly if your relationship is to develop with trust.

Calm and supervision

Try to resist the temptation to pick up your kitten at every available opportunity. Sometimes it is better just to watch him explore his new surroundings or allow him to curl up in a quiet place for a cat nap.

It is important that infants and small children should always be supervised during any new cat or kitten encounters. This will prevent the possibility of any rough handling and accidental aggression or undue attention by either party.

Lifting a kitten

While your kitten will be fairly easy to scoop up, it is important that you support his bottom with one hand while holding his body gently and firmly with the other. Hold him close to you if you have to carry him anywhere. A cuddle while you are sitting down and relaxing in a chair may even turn into a cat nap. However, on other occasions, your kitten may want to play (chew and scratch, climb and jump) and you must be careful not to drop him from a standing height. Make your contact positive by being brief and offering firm but gentle strokes. You may want to dangle a piece of wool after placing him back on the ground, or offer a small food treat as an extra reward for good contact.
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To pick up your kitten, gently slip your hand under his tummy (top). Gripping gently but firmly, scoop him up with your other hand (above) positioned firmly under his bottom for support.


Introducing other pets

If you already have a dog or another cat, introducing them to a new arrival should always be controlled and strictly under your supervision to avoid any accidents or aggressive behaviour.
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Many dogs and cats can learn to live quite happily together.

Introducing a dog

If your dog is friendly towards cats, you can play a ‘click and treat’ retrieval game with him whilst the newcomer is exploring in the same room. A ‘clicker’ is a thumb-sized unit that can be used over a period of time to signal that a food treat is to be given. This device can be used to promote good behaviour, such as sitting and recall. Use distraction if your dog becomes boisterous. If he shows aggression, then use a reward, such as a food treat or game with his favourite toy, to draw him away from the kitten and then separate them for the time being until you can initiate a socialization programme.

Dealing with aggressive behaviour

If your dog acts aggressively towards your new kitten, it is important not to make any events ‘exciting’ by giving them your attention; this may have the undesired effect of reinforcing the dog’s behaviour. Use special training discs to signal non-reward and end-behaviour rather than shout at your dog. These are small brass discs on a cord that can be shown to the dog at the same time a food treat is removed. After using them for a while, they will automatically signal to your dog that a reward will be removed. This is usually enough to encourage him to stop any antisocial behaviour.

Rewarding good friends

Reward your dog with special treats if he behaves well around the kitten. If you aren’t confident that you can control his aggression, muzzle him when trying to socialize him with the kitten. Do not keep them separated permanently in the home; there will come a time when they will be brought together accidentally with potential aggression. ‘Controlled socialization’, with food rewards to both parties for good behaviour, should be undertaken. Note that the same rules and techniques apply if you are introducing an adult cat to a dog or resident pet.

Smaller pets

If you also keep small pets, such as mice, gerbils, hamsters, guinea pigs and rabbits, they must be securely housed so your kitten cannot gain access to them. Cats are natural hunters and may regard these animals as legitimate prey. However, some can learn to live together.
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Cats can live in harmony with other small pets, such as rabbits and guinea pigs, which they would normally regard as prey.


Indoor safety

Kittens are naturally inquisitive creatures, and they are likely to explore every nook and cranny of their new home, so it is very important to make your home ‘cat safe’. Making a home safe for a kitten or cat is similar to taking safety precautions for a child.





must know

Safe collars

Even basic collars can be dangerous for kittens if they are loose fitting. Kittens can easily become hooked up on things and trapped, and the results can be fatal. The Cats Protection recommend a special circlet collar which is extremely safe.






Household chemicals

If there is a possibility of your kitten coming into direct contact with detergents and other dangerous household cleaning solutions, then the potential for a fatality exists. Although a cat is unlikely to lick up a solution, he could easily knock over a bottle and walk through the spilt liquid. The chemical on his paws could irritate his sensitive skin or, even worse, be digested when he attempts to clean himself.

Electric cables

Any exposed electric cables are another potential hazard for a playful kitten. Make sure they are not frayed because if your kitten begins to play with an unsafe lead he can easily be electrocuted. Take care that no long leads are hanging down from electric kettles and any other electrical appliances.

Windows

It is also very important that all windows are secure and they can be shut or locked unless your cat has safe access through a ground-floor window to the outside. There is always the possibility that a kitten could escape through an open window on an upper floor or even over a balcony and could sustain a serious injury in such a fall.
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Windows that are left open can be dangerous for adult cats and kittens, especially if you own a house cat or if the open window is on an upper storey.

Sharp implements

It is vital that sharp implements, such as knives, drawing pins and needles, are kept safely out of reach of your kitten. Most of these kitchen items should be stored safely away in drawers or hung up on hooks on the wall.

Fireplaces

Fireplaces provide access to chimneys, and these entrances can become traps for inquisitive kittens. Block them off for the first six to twelve months.

Hidden dangers indoors

Some dangers may not be immediately apparent. Hot baths could prove not only difficult for a kitten to climb out of but could be fatal should he fall into the water accidentally. Open doors offer access to the outside world to an inquisitive kitten. If yours is to be an ‘indoor cat’, it is essential to close the front and back doors carefully on every occasion you enter or leave the house. It is also important to shut other less obvious doors inside your home.
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Kittens will seek refuge in all sorts of nooks and crannies, and nervous individuals may start chewing on wires or live electric cables. Take care!
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A kitten’s natural curiosity can sometimes get him into trouble. Make sure any chemicals, even diluted in water, and other toxic substances are kept securely sealed and out of reach.

Traps for the unwary

It is advisable not to leave the washing machine door open (or any other household appliances that could imprison a kitten) as he could easily explore inside when you are unaware or distracted. It is also sensible to keep wardrobe and cupboard doors closed to prevent him from accidentally becoming trapped inside. It may surprise pet owners to know that rubbish bins can also be a potential hazard to a young and curious kitten. If he can gain access to the contents of a waste bin, he may encounter a wide range of dangerously sharp items, such as open cans, which could easily cause nasty cuts.

There are many other dangers to a small kitten in the home, ranging from an open fire (always use a fire guard) to a simple curtain sash cord (make sure that it is not accessible to your kitten). Whilst it is impossible to foresee every danger in your home, it is always wise to try and reduce any potentially risky opportunities that exist for a young cat.

House plants

You should also be aware that some house plants are potentially dangerous to a kitten. Many cats and kittens like to play with plants and chew them. Among the common plants that are potentially toxic are Fuchsia, Ivy, Poinsettia and Philodendron.


Need to know more?

Useful organizations

Animal Samaritans

PO Box 154

Bexleyheath

Kent DA16 2WS

tel: 020 8303 1859

www.animalsamaritans.org.uk

Association of Pet Behaviour Counsellors

PO BOX 196,

Llanelli, SA15 9DA

tel: 01269 831144

www.apbc.org.uk

Battersea Dogs’ Home

4 Battersea Park Road

Battersea

London SW8 4AA

tel: 0843 509 4444

www.battersea.org.uk

Blue Cross

Shilton Road, Burford

Oxon OX18 4PF

tel: 0300 777 1897

www.bluecross.org.uk

British Veterinary Association

7 Mansfield Street

London W1G 9NQ

tel: 020 7636 6541

www.bva.co.uk

Cats Protection

National Cat Centre

Chelwood Gate, Haywards

Heath, Sussex RH17 7TT

Tel: 03000 12 12 12

www.cats.org.uk

Celia Hammond Animal Trust

233-235 Lewisham Way,

Lewisham, London SE4 1UY

tel: 020 8691 2100

www.celiahammond.org

Cinnamon Trust

10 Market Square

Hayle

Cornwall TR27 4HE

tel: 01736 757900

www.cinnamon.org.uk

International Cat Care

Place Farm

Tisbury

Wiltshire SP3 6LW

tel: 01747 871 872

icatcare.org

The Governing Council of the Cat Fancy

5 King’s Castle Business Park

The Drove, Bridgwater

Somerset

TA6 4AG

tel: 01278 427575

www.gccfcats.org

PDSA (People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals)

PDSA House

Whitechapel Way

Priorslee

Telford

Shropshire

TF2 9PQ

tel: 0800 731 2502

www.pdsa.org.uk

Pet Care Trust

Bedford Business Centre

Mile Road

Bedford MK42 9TW

tel: 01234 273933

email: info@petfederation.co.uk

www.petcare.org.uk

Pets as Therapy (PAT)

Clare Charity Centre,

Wycombe Road

Saunderton

High Wycombe, HP14 4BF

tel: 01494 569130

www.petsastherapy.org

Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons

Belgravia House

62-64 Horseferry Road

London SW1P 2AF

tel: 020 7222 2001

www.rcvs.org.uk

RSPCA

Wilberforce Way

Southwater

Horsham

West Sussex RH13 9RS

tel: 0300 1234 999

(cruelty and advice line)

0300 123 0346

(enquiries service)

www.RSPCA.org.uk

Wood Green, The Animals Charity 

King's Bush Farm

London Road

Godmanchester

Cambridgeshire PE29 2NH

tel: 0300 303 9333.

www.woodgreen.org.uk

Useful websites

Mayhew Animal Homes

www.themayhew.org

email: info@mayhewanimalhome.org

tel: 020 8962 8000

Animal home and education and training centre.

National Animal Welfare Trust

www.nawt.org.uk

Rehoming animals; rescue centres in the UK.

Pet Planet

www.petplanet.co.uk

Online shopping for wide range of pet products.

Tommy’s

www.tommys.org

email: info@tommys.org

tel: 0870 777 3060

Provides information on toxoplasmosis and support network.

UK Animal Rescuers

www.animalrescuers.co.uk

Comprehensive guide to animal welfare, rescue centres and rehoming in the UK.

Feline magazines and publications

Cat World

PO Box 2258,

Pulborough,

West Sussex RH20 9BA

tel: 01903 884988

email: info@catworld.co.uk

www.catworld.co.uk

Our Cats

www.ourcats.co.uk

Your Cat

BPG Media

1-6 Buckminster Yard

Main Street, Buckminster

Grantham, Lincs, NG33 5SB

tel: 01476 859820

www.yourcat.co.uk






Further reading



Gair, Angela, Family Pet Guides: Cat (Collins)

Heath, Sarah, Cat and Kitten Behaviour: An Owner’s Guide (Collins)

RSPCA Pet Guide, Collins Care for Your Cat (Collins)

RSPCA Pet Guide, Collins Care for Your Kitten (Collins)

Taylor, David, Think Cat (Cassell)
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