Cat Management Controversies—Trap/Neuter/Release vs. Euthanasia
Cats are prolific breeders, especially in warm climates where they can breed year-round and produce two to three litters per year, each of three to six kittens. The problem of cat fecundity is exacerbated by cat owners who let their cats roam free, fail to spay or neuter their pets, and abandon unwanted cats. Historically, stray and feral cat populations have been managed by live-trapping for either adoption or euthanasia. However, most local governments do not have adequate fund​ing or staff to effectively control stray and feral cat populations. Many thousands of cats are euthanized by humane societies and animal shelters each year because there are not enough homes for pet cats, and the offspring of stray cats are not socialized enough to make good pets. As the most popular pet in America, however, do​mestic cats enjoy the support of some of the most ardent animal rights activists who strongly oppose euthanasia of homeless cats. 

In an attempt to avoid eu​thanasia and reduce breed​ing, in the early 1990s cat advocate groups introduced a new method to reduce popu​lations of stray cats called Trap/Neuter/Release (TNR). With TNR, volunteers at​tempt to manage groups or colonies of cats that depend on a reliable food source by preventing their breeding. The cats are live-trapped, spayed or neutered by a veterinarian, and the tip of one ear is cut off so the cats are easily recog​nized as having been altered. The cats are then released, usually at the trap site, and fed daily for as long as they stay in the colony, which may be a day, a month, or many years. Socialized cats and kittens are usually removed for adoption, and cats with serious injuries or evidence of disease may be euthanized. The theory behind TNR is that cat popula​tions in managed colonies will stabilize and eventually diminish.

TNR has been promoted by national and local groups as the only humane way to manage stray and feral cats. Unfortunately, managed cat colonies are known to per​sist for 15 or more years, and well-fed cats still prey on birds and other wildlife. The ability of TNR programs to reduce a local population of stray and feral cats, i.e. in a neighborhood, depends on a number of variables, including original size of the colony, the location, the commitment and skill of the volunteers, their financial resources, whether there are local cat control ordinances in place and enforced, and whether there are low-cost spay/neuter services readily available. It is also impor​tant to note that spayed or neutered cats that have a regular food source are likely to live longer than feral cats without human assistance.

Managed cat colonies may fail to disappear for many reasons, among them that often not all of the cats can be trapped for spay/neuter because the volunteers do not have adequate funds to pay for veterinary services, or because the cats evade capture. The cat food left out by volunteers often attracts more cats and other preda​tors, such as rats, raccoons, and skunks, and colonies can become dumping grounds for unwanted pets. An analysis of the effect of neutering in two large-scale, long-running TNR programs in San Diego County, CA (14,452 cats) and Alachua County, FL (11,822 cats) failed to show a statistically detectable impact on the free-roaming cat population at the larger county-wide level. 

TNR does not save cats from the many hazards of being outdoors, including injury, disease, parasites, getting hit by cars, being attacked by other cats, dogs or wildlife, and human cruelty. Many managed cat colonies occur in public parks and beaches where they pose a significant threat to wildlife and human health. Free-roaming cats are capable of spreading zoonotic diseases and parasites to other cats, wildlife and people, and concentrating cats in colonies aids in the spread of disease and parasites. Risk of disease trans​mission to humans from cats in colonies, as well as free-roaming pet cats, will become more of a concern if the deadly avian flu H5N1 hits the United States. As already seen in Europe, cats are capable of spread​ing the virus to other cats through nasal secretions and feces. Scientists fear that the virus may mutate and cats could transmit it to humans. The number of counties and municipalities that have passed ordinances legaliz​ing TNR is growing, including areas with endangered birds and other species vulnerable to cat predation. 

Federal Wildlife Protection Laws and TNR
TNR may violate federal and state wildlife protec​tion laws. In 2002, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) commissioned the Conservation Clinic of the Levin College of Law at the University of Florida to analyze and compare federal, state, and local laws as they pertain to managed cat colonies. The report, Feral Cat Colonies in Florida: The Fur and Feathers are Flying (http://www.law.ufl.edu/conservation/pdf/feralcat.pdf), concluded that federal and state wildlife laws designed to protect endangered and threatened species conflict with the practice of releasing non-in​digenous predators into the wild. Specifically, TNR practices likely violate the Endangered Species Act (ESA) and the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA), because they may result in the direct take of protected species. In addition, the review found that local gov​ernments that enact ordinances to legalize TNR may be found in violation of these laws if cats in legalized colonies kill or harass protected species.
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