Thinking Outside of the Cat Trap!
By Luis Marquez.

Why is there an urgency for local Councils to "think outside of
the cat trap" - in terms of an alternative solution to manage

“owned” cats? The most important thing to remember is that any
initiative to manage the roaming cat problem will not be perfect, nor will
it be an entire solution to the problem. By definition these initiatives will
only attempt to make the situation manageable. For example, the
traditional Council solution to fix a problem of 100 cats roaming at large
across a neighbourhood, is to have the community trap and drop those
100 cats to the Council pound for processing. For the Councils, this
supposedly “cost-effective” method of solving the neighbourhood’s
roaming cat problem turns into a very costly exercise when you consider
the resources required for every feline impounded — 1) to carry out the
administrative and customer service functions associated with the
impounding (data entry, attempts to reunite), 2) to house and care for
the animal, including veterinary costs for the duration of the compulsory
stray period of time.

On the other hand, “we” - the animal welfare and rescue workers - are
all well aware of the detriment and complexities of managing felines in a
“shelter environment”. We are the animal welfare agencies managing
these Council pounds and adoption centres - or the Rescues providing a
rehoming outlet for the cats of a Council that supports mass cat trap
usage. Our agencies and groups are left scrambling to accommodate this
continual flood of incoming cats, with no way to predict or manage the
incoming numbers. We are left to provide veterinary treatment to the
felines who have arrived to the Pound via cat traps, with cat trap injuries
or sick with stress triggered illnesses such as Cat Flu.

Then finally, with owner reunite rates for felines as low as 1% in some
pounds and shelters, our agencies and groups are left to take ownership
of the bulk of these Council strays; and the Council does not recoup the
costs associated with the impounding through reclaim fees.



Sadly many of these cats were happy where they originated from, many
owners being unable to afford hefty Council fees to reclaim, or unaware
their cat was even “missing” before it is too late. Even the “unowned”
cats may have had human supporters in the community that would’ve
been willing to reclaim if they’d known the cat was impounded (making
them “community owned” cats).

Aside from the above issues, cat traps can cause division of communities
and create unfriendly neighbourhood environments. For every “owned”
cat that was trapped, impounded, and reclaimed — there is an owner,
now with a growing hatred for his/her neighbours.

How many of the humans in our community are really
concerned about their cats being out? Is cat trapping
encouraging responsible pet ownership — and does it really

reduce the numbers of roaming cats in the community? Every
day, thousands of thoughts cross our mind. | guarantee you, the average
cat owner does not give a thought to the fact that their cat is roaming
around the neighbourhood throughout the day. They will tell you,
“that’s what cats do”.. “It’s cruel to keep your inside”. Regardless of our
attempts to educate the average cat owner surrounding the dangers of
allowing your cat to roam, the threat to our wildlife, and the threat of
impounding, many still will not keep their cat contained. Furthermore,
research has shown "Cat owners tend to wait three days before
searching for their pet, while dog owners usually act much more
quickly—within a day" (Weiss, Slater & Lord, 2012) .. By that time, the
owner has missed their opportunity to reclaim their cat, as the animal
has completed mandatory stray period of time and exited the pound
system by euthanasia or release to an animal welfare group or Rescue.
Most commonly, it is just a matter of time before these “former cat
owners” obtain a new cat - and so the cycle continues!

The act of taking a cat to a pound or shelter, actually

minimises an owned cat’s chance of owner reunite — with cat
reclaim rates of just 1% not uncommon throughout Australian pounds
and shelters.. Furthermore, according to a 2007 study, “cats are more
than 10 times as likely to be returned to their owners by means other
than a call or visit to a shelter. And cats living in communities also have a



chance of finding a new home; multiple surveys have documented that
people are more likely to acquire cats as strays than from a shelter or
rescue” (Hurley, 2013). Another study found that cat owners were
“more likely to have their pets return home on their own or to have
found them in the neighbourhood, despite contacting animal control
agencies. Of the recovered cats, 59 percent returned home on their
own; 30 percent were found during neighbourhood searches" (Weiss,
Slater & Lord, 2012).

There has to be a better way...

An idea is “Cat Passport” — an “outside of the cat trap” concept for
Councils that will:

¢ Reduce feline euthanasia rates in council facilities (some council
facilities having a euthanasia rate as high as 90%)

® Minimise cat trap usage

e Minimise cat intake to pounds and shelter

¢ Maximise community based owner reunites as well as pound
based owner reclaims

e Educate and facilitate better communication within the
community regarding roaming cats

e Reduce pressure on animal welfare agencies and Rescues
(reduction in numbers of cats needing rehoming).

With Cat Passport, Councils can finally be seen to be working in unison
with cat owners and supporters throughout the community to prevent
impound, as well as improve rate of desex, microchipping and
registration.

What is Cat Passport? Cat Passport could address a number of the
issues we have been discussing. Cat Passport provides cat owners with a
bridge for communication, cooperation, coordination, and
collaboration with the community and local government.



Every Council cat registration comes with free membership to Cat
Passport. Members of the community can also access Cat Passport
(without having to register a cat) to utilise certain features.

Features of Cat Passport: Cat Passport members (cat owners) and
members of the community can download the FREE Smartphone App.
Using this App:

Community members can report “sightings” (“neighbourhood cat-
watch”) of cats simply by taking a photo of the cat or providing a
description, and uploading it to the location the cat was seen on
the community map. This feature could be used by Council and
local animal welfare groups to flag areas of "high" cat sightings
and in response that area could be targeted for saturation with
"responsible cat ownership" educational material and support
services such as discounted microchipping and desexing.

Cat supporters can express their advocacy for specific cats sighted
within their local area. You can click on any “cat sighting” listing to
become an advocate for that specific cat. You will provide your
name and contact details and commit yourself as being willing to
reclaim and assume legal responsibility for the cat if it becomes
impounded and no other legal owner is identified. If this cat is
impounded, the cat will be offered for release to this person
desexed, microchipped and Council registered for just $50
(Council subsidised — first impounding only). This will help any cat
living in the community that has many supporters in the
neighbourhood but no single person identifying as the owner
(typically these cats wouldn’t get reclaimed from the pound) —
allowing them to return to their neighbourhood, and to a single
home who is willing to assume responsibility for the animal’s
needs moving forward.

A register of Cat Passport cats (displaying a “passport” photo,
listed under the name of the street the cat resides on — no
personal details such house number or owner name) to assist with
community based reunites, and/or nuisance incidents before they
feel it is necessary to trap the cat and take it to the Council Pound.
Simply click on the passport photo of the cat of concern in order
to send a communication to the owner/s regarding their cat's
movements off their property. This tool will not permit “free-text”
(unless the owner of the cat accepts a “free-text communication



request” from the sender) to prevent messages of an abusive
nature, or with threats of animal cruelty. It will permit pre-set
messages to be sent, such as: “Your cat is causing a nuisance on
my property. Please contain your cat or Council will be
contacted”; “l have found your cat! Please make contact”; “Your
cat has been taken to the Pound”; “Your cat was found
sick/injured and has been taken to the RSPCA”; “I love your cat!”.
Previous (US based) research has shown that “many members of
the community view finding the owners of lost pets as an
important goal, and one well worth the effort” (Lord, et al. 2007).

e (Cat Passport App could provide breed and colour training to assist
members of the community in correctly identifying and describing
the breed and colour of “sighted” cats.

e (Cat Passport owners can nominate multiple people who are
authorised by the owner to reclaim the animal on their behalf -
should the owner be uncontactable if impounded. This will help to
reduce length of stay for Cat Passport cats if impounded, and
avoid instances of non-reclaim due to unable to contact a primary
owner.

Additional benefits of Cat Passport membership: Cat Passport
also proposes to “catch by tracking” instead of “catch by cat trap”.
Council could place motion-activated cameras that link to the App, or an
Electronic Feeding System (as pictured, refer to Figure 1) that record the
microchip numbers of visiting cats, to catch cats roaming after dark. If a
cat is “caught by tracking” after-dark when (by local government law)
the cat is supposed to be indoors, the Council registration fee will lose a
certain percentage of its original discounted rate (e.g. cat registration
beginning at the heavily discounted rate of S5 - for every time the cat is
“caught by tracking” after dark, the fee increases by $10 with a cap of
$50).



Sealed Pet Feeder Cat. This is just

\ ! SureFlap SureFeed Microchip
il a sample picture for reference.

Figure 1: Cat feeding station with microchip recognition

Cat Passport registered owners that have desexed and microchipped
their cat could nominate their cat to be placed on a “VIC List” (the “Very
Important Cat List”). This feature will extend the required stray period of
time if impounded (i.e. owner will have 6 days to come reclaim from
pound instead of 3). It could require the owner to complete a cat
behaviour and background questionnaire (on the off-chance the cat is
not reclaimed from the pound, this information will assist a rehoming
agency/group). Other benefits could include free registration, and
discounts at local vets and pet supply stores.

The reality is that keeping a cat contained to one property, although not
impossible, sometimes it is not easy. Studies have shown that cats with
free access to the outdoors (let’s call them the “Night Owl” group) have
the tendency to roam much greater distances from home (Central
Tablelands Local Land Services, 2016); compared with cats that are
predominantly kept indoors and have become lost (we’ll call these cats
the “Homebody” group). Cat Passport owners will be educated on the
benefits of indoor cat ownership - and discounted impounding fees will
apply if their cat was captured just a short distance from home (given it
is more than likely this cat is a member of the Homebody group). There
will be two tiers of cat reclaim fees for Cat Passport owners: 1)
Homebody cat reclaim fees, and 2) Night Owl reclaim fees. The Night
Owl reclaim structure will apply if the cat was found within a range of
MORE than one hectare from home. The Homebody Cat fee structure
will apply if the cat was found within a range of LESS than one hectare
from home. “Homebody Cats” will be able to be reclaimed free of



charge, if found during daylight hours only (6am to 6pm). If found after
dark, reclaim fees will apply (although discounts will apply). Night Owl
cats on the other hand are proven to typically become more involved in
fights, cross more roads and bring home more prey (Jones, 2017).
Standard Council cat reclaim fees would apply to any cat that becomes
impounded that falls into the Night Owl category.

What has been my motivation to “think outside of the cat

trap?” | have previously managed council based facilities with a high
intake of cats arriving via cat trap and with cat reclaim rates as low as
1%. We increased the cat reclaim rate from 1% to 15% in less than 3
months simply by:

e Placing new procedures to allow better assessment and
examination of cats behaving fractious at intake and prior to
completion of stray time (i.e. training council rangers and pound
attendants to never assume a cat is “feral” simply because it is
behaving fractious on entry in a cat trap; sedation of the cat by a
vet prior to completion of stray time to check thoroughly for
distinguishing features and again microchip check, to increase
likelihood of owner reunite); and

e Teaching customer service staff to “play detective” at times
microchip or council registration owner contact details prove to
be useless (i.e. calling vet clinics in the areas surrounding the cats
“found” location to check - using the microchip number - if the cat
was ever a patient at that clinic and owner details available).

Only through being proactive and thinking “outside of the box”
were we able to reunite more cats with their owners.

| believe creative initiatives such as Cat Passport will be the key to
reducing shelter and pound stray cat intake, reducing pound cat
euthanasia rates, maximising owner reunite, and helping local
Councils and communities better work together to manage each
region’s cats.

Hopefully my presentation will inspire others to “think outside of
the cat trap!”
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