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Cultural Carrying Capacity 

HOW CAT TOLERANCE PUTS WILDLIFE AT RISK 
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re as ingrained in human society as farming. When 

le first settled down in agrarian communities in the 

le Crescent around 12,000 years ago, their trash 

rodents. In slinked the Near Eastern wildcat 

bica) to take advantage of the new resource. The 

most tolerant of humans stuck around, eventually 

domestic cat (Felis catus). 
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Millennia later in Ancient Egypt, cats were so 

sacred that when one died, the entire house-

hold shaved their eyebrows in mourning and 

mummified the cat’s body for burial. Cats are 

also revered in Islam and considered ritually 

clean—the prophet Muhammed himself was 

said to be a great lover of felines. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Assisted by human migration and coloni-

zation, free-roaming domestic cats now 

live on six continents and more than 5% of 

the world’s islands. Some of these animals 

are truly feral and incapable of domes-

tication, living so deep in the wilderness 

that they’ve never seen a human. Others 

are pets whose owners let them out to 

roam freely. Still others are somewhere 

in between, like “community cats,” which 

caretakers feed in groups that can grow 

into large and unwieldy feral cat colonies. 

Globally, free-roaming domestic cats have 

contributed to the extinction of at least 63 

species. In the continental U.S. alone, they 

kill an estimated 2.4 billion birds and 12.3 

billion small mammals each year—and that’s 

not accounting for the millions to hundreds 

of millions of amphibians and reptiles killed 

annually. Cats have a 70% hunting success 

rate in open areas, which is exceptionally 

high among felids. When hunting alone, a 

lion’s success rate is only around 15%. 

 
Besides being efficient predators, they are 

also vectors of disease. Their feces can 

spread a parasite that causes toxoplas-

mosis, which can be dangerous and even 

deadly to both humans and wildlife. The 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
parasite, Toxoplasma gondii, can only ma-

ture within a feline’s gut, so feral cats that 

have invaded islands with no native felids 

have brought the protozoan with them and 

spread it to native wildlife. Scientists have 

reported fatal toxoplasmosis infections in 

manatees (Trichechus manatus manatus) 

in Puerto Rico and Hawaiian monk seals 

(Monachus schauinslandi) and nēnē (Branta 

sandvicensis) in Hawai’i, all of which are 

federally protected. 

But it’s not just wildlife—the parasite also 

has sublethal effects on other species, 

including humans. While most people 

infected with the parasite don’t show any 

signs, some do get flu-like symptoms. 

During pregnancy, cases can become 

more serious and cause miscarriage or 

birth defects. 

Following decades of scientific consensus 

establishing their effects on native wildlife, 

domestic cats have made their way onto 

the International Union for Conservation 

of Nature’s global list of 100 worst invasive  

species. An often-cited study from the 

Smithsonian Conservation Biology Institute 

and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service called 

feral cats “likely the single greatest source 

of anthropogenic mortality for U.S. birds 

and mammals.” Given that we also share a 

10,000-year history of cultural entangle-

ment with the species, control measures 

often conflict with societal values. This 

forces wildlife managers to work with the 

entire cat community—both feline and 

human—in their effort to find solutions to 

ecological problems. 

 

CONTROVERSY IN CALIFORNIA 

Just outside San Francisco, the East Bay 

Regional Parks District (EBRPD) is an urban 

oasis for a menagerie of protected 

species. Its 55 acres of shoreline are home 

to Ridgway’s rails (Rallus obsoletus 

obsoletus), California least terns (Sterna 

antillarum browni), western snowy plovers 

(Anarhynchus nivosus nivosus), black rails 

(Laterallus jamaicensis) and salt marsh 

harvest mice (Reithrodontomys raviven-

tris). Despite improvements to their 

marshy habitat, these ground-nesting 

species still face a major threat from 

free-roaming cats. 

 
The EBRPD used to shoot nuisance feral cats 

within the wetlands. But in the fall of 2020, 

the program received international backlash 

and lawsuits from organizations, including 

Alley Cat Allies, which led to a suspension of 

all lethal removal within the parks. 

The EBRPD’s updated policy includes a 

multipronged approach of public edu-

cation and nonlethal removal, said TWS 

 

 

birds and mammals.” 

https://www.nature.com/articles/ncomms2380
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0133915
https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/documents/2000-126.pdf
https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/documents/2000-126.pdf
https://www.nature.com/articles/ncomms2380
https://www.alleycat.org/our-work/east-bay-regional-park-district-ebrpd-cat-shooting/oakland-cats/


23  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 A feral cat with a 

California ground squirrel 

(Otospermophilus beecheyi) 

in its mouth at Robert W. 

Crown Memorial State Beach 

in Alameda, California. 
East Bay Regional Parks District 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 A cat trapped at Dr. Aurelia 

Reinhardt Redwood Regional 

Park in the hills east of 

Oakland, California. 
Courtesy of East Bay Regional Parks District 

 
 
 
 

 

 After being trapped at 

Redwood Regional Park, 

Oakland Animal Services 

placed the cat in a “working 

cat home” in the Bay Area. 
Courtesy of East Bay Regional Parks District 
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member and EBRPD wildlife biologist 

Natalie Reeder. 

 
A major part of their strategy is stopping 

community members from feeding feral 

cat colonies within the park. Worried that 

it’s a life-or-death situation for the felines, 

well-meaning feral cat colony “caretakers” 

leave out mounds of food for the animals. 

However, feeding a feral cat colony only 

supplements its population, increasing the 

pressure on surrounding wildlife. Cats are 

surplus hunters, meaning that even well-

fed cats will kill native wildlife. 

While it’s illegal to feed feral cats on park 

land, wildlife biologist and TWS member 

Tammy Lim said the policy has historically 

been hard to enforce. When staff took 

a “law enforcement” approach, Lim said, 

people hid their feeding stations and found 

ways to avoid detection. But through the 

relationship the EBRPD built with Oakland 

Animal Services, it has started to rebuild 

community trust and shift public under-

standing around feeding cats. 

The second prong of the EBRPD’s ap-

proach is nonlethal removal. They’ve 

partnered with local animal shelters to 

trap and remove cats from the park—in 

the summer, that’s mostly kittens who can 

successfully be socialized and adopted. 

Unadoptable animals go to working cat 

placements, where they are left free to 

roam in yards or industrial sites with the 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
goal of reducing pests. Still, there’s long-

standing skepticism on whether or not cats 

meaningfully control rodents or just push 

them into hiding. Through this partnership, 

they’ve removed 229 cats since 2021. 

 

TNR TROUBLES 

Those who oppose killing feral cats or 

otherwise taking them off the landscape 

point toward the “vacuum effect,” an idea 

that because cats are territorial, remov-

ing them from an area creates a void 

where even more cats come in. However, 

well-fed cats, like those at cat colonies, 

aren’t territorial and there is no scientific 

evidence supporting the vacuum effect 

phenomenon. Yet, this misconception still 

drives widespread public support for trap-

neuter-return (TNR) policies, where feral 

cats are desexed, vaccinated and returned 

to the landscape. 

While TNR may seem like a good means 

of population control, it rarely ever works 

in practice. Studies show that anywhere 

from 71% to 94% of cats need to be fixed 

in order for the population to decline, 

assuming that no new cats enter the 

population, which is rarely the case. 

TNR also does little to prevent disease 

spread. While cats are vaccinated against 

diseases like rabies, boosters are re-

quired at least every three years. Feral or 

free-roaming cats are the most common 

vectors of rabies in domestic animals, 

with exposures often happening at cat 

colonies. There are no vaccines for toxo-

plasmosis or the myriad other parasites 

and pathogens that the animals carry. 

One of the biggest issues of TNR, said 

Tyus Williams, a doctoral candidate, 

science communicator and feral cat 

researcher at the University of California, 

Berkeley, is cats’ continued effect on wild-

life. “At its core, TNR does not address the 

fundamental biology of domestic cats as 

surplus hunters,” he said. 

When negotiating with shelter partners, 

Lim made sure TNR would not be a part 

of the park’s strategy and that the shelter 

would not release any TNR cats within half 

a mile of EBRPD parks. Any cats vaccinated, 

desexed and removed for working cat 

placements also cannot be relocated to 

within half a mile of their parks. “We do not 

agree that if we bring a cat back neutered, 

it will somehow benefit the ecosystem by 

keeping other cats out,” Reeder said. 

Local animal services divisions are under-

resourced and many nonprofits rely on 

volunteers and donations to complete 

their work. Their trapping efforts are lim-

ited to shelter availability, and if there’s no 

space, park staff will leave the cat on the 

landscape unless it’s imminently threaten-

ing an endangered bird nest. 

“Regardless of what we do, there are huge 

feral colonies really close to our parks,” 

Reeder said. For now, the EBRPD is priori-

tizing harm reduction and building trust 

with the local cat community. 

“It points to the fact that this is a true 

compromise,” Lim said. Based on her 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

A pair of coyotes, 

the main predators of 

outdoor cats, trot down 

a trail in Carquinez Strait 

Regional Shoreline. 
 

https://travislongcore.net/2021/05/15/no-chicago-feral-cats-dont-control-rats/
https://abcbirds.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Longcore-et-al.-2009-Critical-assessment-of-TNR-claims.pdf
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/free-ranging-and-feral-cats.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/74/wr/mm7431a2.htm
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experience, she believes there’s no other 

way to move forward. Without working 

together, wildlife managers and cat advo-

cates will be at an impasse. “Working in an 

urban park district, what I’ve slowly come 

to realize is that it’s sometimes more about 

people than it is about the wildlife,” she 

said. “You cannot leave the people out.” 

 

HUMAN SHIELD EFFECT 

Williams has photos of feral cats all across 

the East Bay. He’s staked out 10 coastal 

wetlands undergoing restoration with 

camera traps to monitor the behavior of 

free-roaming cats. Williams studies how 

the characteristics of the East Bay’s urban 

environments influence the ecology and 

behavior of feral cats within the EBRPD and 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
how these behavioral changes may mag- 

nify cats’ impacts on the local ecosystem. 

 
Initial results published in Journal of 

Urban Ecology show how the closeness 

of urbanization to shoreline habitats 

can influence when and how cats move 

through natural areas. There are more cats 

in areas bordering housing developments, 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
which Williams said was expected—some 

of these animals may be outdoor cats 

that sleep and eat at home. But hous-

ing proximity also affected when the cats 

moved through the wetlands. During night-

time and twilight, cats were more active in 

areas closer to houses and higher levels of 

vegetation, offering them protection from 

local predators active during that time 

 

 

ever works in practice. 

 

 

Tyus Williams has placed 

camera traps within Bay Point 

Regional Shoreline’s 150 acres 

to monitor feral cat activity. 

 

https://10.0.4.69/jue/juaf017
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and are likely to be skittish of humans, like 

coyotes (Canis latrans). 

 
Williams said these free-roaming cats are 

insulated from top-down predator effects 

that help regulate wildlife communities. 

“They could wreak havoc at night, come 

back around humans in the morning and 

get fed, and chill under the patio while 

coyotes are roaming around,” he said, even 

if the cat isn’t owned by anyone. “We’re 

offering them refuge, while simultaneously 

facilitating their hunting patterns.” 

Williams said that buffer zones around 

conservation areas may help keep cats 

from encroaching into natural spaces from 

residential areas. He also thinks that finan-

cial incentives like fines for allowing owned 

animals into parks could help encourage 

responsible pet ownership, although he 

noted that such fines can have dispro-

portionate impacts on communities that 

are already economically overburdened. 

“Once that fine hits, I think they’d take 

Snuffles in immediately.” 

 

TEAMWORK IN TASMANIA 

On the other side of the world, some 

Tasmanians have taken matters into their 

own hands. A nonprofit called Ten Lives 

Cat Shelter receives free-roaming pet cats 

that fed-up neighbors trap and turn in. 

According to local law, the shelter is able 

to spay or neuter any stray cats they 

receive without owner consent. Owners 

also must pay a fee to retrieve their animal 

from the shelter. Alexandra Paton, an 

invasive species ecologist and Tasmanian 

resident, once saw a local Facebook post 

of a woman pleading with her neighbors to 

stop trapping her roaming cat and bringing 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
it to the shelter because she couldn’t pay 

the fines. The response of her neighbors: 

“Stop letting your cat out to roam free!” 

Paton didn’t start out in feral cat man-

agement. She was monitoring native 

wildlife in Tasmania via a network of 1,300 

camera traps across the island. Some-

times, the species she was documenting 

showed up in the mouths of cats. She 

was concerned but fascinated by how 

much damage feral cats were causing, so 

she opted to study feral cats in Tasmania 

for her doctoral thesis. She then worked 

as a consultant monitoring feral cats for 

Australia’s Invasive Species Council, which 

advocates for invasive species policy in 

the country. 

Paton said that Tasmanians have lost 

their tolerance for outdoor cats in recent 

decades. She thinks part of this cultural 

change has to do with the visibility that 

social media provides of feral cats prey-

ing on beloved native species like ringtail 

possums (Pseudocheirus peregrinus) 

or forty-spotted pardalotes (Pardalo-

tus quadragintus). Another part comes 

from the broad coalition of anti-feral cat 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
sentiment, both from Tasmanian residents 

who would identify as environmentalists 

and farmers and agricultural producers 

whose animals are exposed to toxoplas-

mosis, causing miscarriages in livestock 

like sheep. Across the country as a whole, 

cat-borne illnesses cost Australians an 

estimated $6 billion in agricultural and hu-

man health losses annually. 

“Tassie is a unique case—we are a little 

arc, and people here take so much pride 

in their environment, so there is a huge 

amount of will to protect native flora and 

fauna,” Paton said. While the majority of 

the Tasmanian wilderness is inaccessible 

to humans because the land is so rugged 

and wild, it’s not inaccessible to feral cats. 

 

WAR ON CATS 

Compared to the U.S., the Australian 

government has taken a vastly different 

approach. In 2015, they declared war on 

feral cats. And then again in 2023. 

During the first war, the government said 

they would eliminate 2 million cats within 

five years, but Paton said there was no 

plan for where they would take the 2 

million animals from or how they would 

 
 
 

 

A feral cat with a tiger snake 

(Notechis scutatus), a highly 

venomous southern Australian 

reptile, in its mouth. 
 

https://www.publish.csiro.au/wr/wr20089
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First Nations rangers use 

Felixers in Anangu Pitjantjatjara 

Yankunytjatjara Lands to control 

cats and red foxes around 

endangered warru, or black-

flanked rock-wallaby (Petrogale 

lateralis) populations. John Read 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

monitor feral cat populations. “Feral cats 

are a far-roaming, low-density predator 

and hard to monitor,” she said. There is 

also large variation in the number of cats 

across the country, as they dramatically 

increase with desert rains and plum-

met during times of drought. “It was an 

arbitrary number across the whole of 

our country,” she said. Less than 2% of 

Australia remains cat-free. 

Paton said the statement was more about 

optics than well-planned wildlife manage-

ment. “Going out and saying you’re going 

to kill a bunch of cats makes you seem like 

you have an environmental focus,” she said. 

John Read, director of Thylation, a not-for-

profit conservation technology company 

in Australia, agreed. “I believe the gov-

ernment’s ‘War on Cats’ was politically 

framed—with good intentions—to raise 

the profile of the issue,” he said, “but that 

bounties are unlikely to be successful or 

sustainable.” 

Announced in 2023, the second war, offi-

cially called the Feral Cat Abatement Plan, 

included a massive increase in monitoring 

with a new emphasis on island eradica-

tion. Paton said that islands are one of 

the main places the government should 

prioritize removal efforts, creating cat-free 

strongholds for native animals. “Put your 

resources toward eradicating cats where it 

counts,” she said. 

Success in these areas comes with 

sophisticated “special ops tactics,” 

Paton said. Some of Australia’s innova- 

tive cat control methods include shooting 

them via thermal drones or hunting via 

thermal scopes at night. Managers also 

https://thylation.com/
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drop poisoned baits that contain 1080, 

a naturally-derived toxin found in West-

ern Australian plants that many native 

animals have co-evolved with and shown 

some resistance to. When used narrowly 

on targeted areas and combined with 

other strategies like exclusion fencing and 

domestic cat containment laws, these 

strategies can be effective in certain areas. 

However, on larger islands like Tasmania, 

where the terrain is too rugged for hunt-

ing and the forest is too thick for aerial 

control, many of these strategies aren’t 

as effective. “We can’t do anything about 

the feral cats living in the bush until we 

have a paradigm shift with our technol-

ogy,” Paton said, “so don’t waste your 

money on that right now.” 

Yet, high-tech hope is already on the 

horizon. In 2015, Read created the Felixer, 

a device that uses artificial intelligence 

to detect cats as they walk by. It then 

sprays sticky cat-specific poison onto 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
their fur, which the cat will ingest later 

while licking itself clean. 

Another method under development by 

Read and Katherine Moseby, his partner 

and collaborator, works like a “Trojan horse.” 

A small, inert 1080 capsule is placed under 

the skin of a native animal that’s being 

reintroduced into the wild. The poison is 

only activated once it’s in the stomach of a 

predator, like a feral cat. Moseby designed 

the “population-protecting implant” when 

feral cats kept preying on newly released 

western quolls (Dasyurus geoffroii). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
While neither tool is enough to solve Aus-

tralia’s feral cat problem, they can help. In 

the meantime, Paton and Read both said 

that wildlife managers should focus on 

increasing the resilience of local wildlife 

through habitat recovery and rewilding. 

Island eradication, novel technologies and 

strengthening native wildlife mean nothing 

without “putting a lid on the situation” via 

feral cat containment laws, Paton said. In 

urban areas, the density of cats is much 

higher than in the bush because of readily 

available human food and shelter, making 

the impact 40 to 60 times higher on local 

wildlife. Pushing for legislation that makes 

it illegal for owners to let their cats outside 

can help urban wildlife. “You can reduce  

the impact on native wildlife close to home, 

and that’s also a win,” Paton said. Although 

such policies are already in place in some 

areas—especially islands—Paton said cat 

containment laws are still too controversial 

in many areas to rally broad political trac-

tion. But she believes the tide is turning. 

 

PREDATORY JOURNALS 

AND DEATH THREATS 

Australia has not rid itself of cats by any 

means, but it has made more progress 

than the U.S. Hawai’i County in Hawai’i 

passed a bill banning the feeding of feral 

 

 

A feral cat in Tasmania 

with a sugar glider (Petaurus 

breviceps) in its mouth. 
 

 

 

 

https://abcbirds.org/news/hawaii-cat-bill-51-passes/
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animals on public lands, including cats, but 

many states still don’t have any legislation 

around feral cats at all. Others do, which 

makes management extremely challenging. 

In states like New York, feral cats are clas-

sified as companion animals, not wildlife, 

so it’s illegal and considered animal cruelty 

for wildlife control professionals to trap 

and kill nuisance feral cats except in very 

narrow circumstances. 

Meanwhile, Travis Longcore, a TWS member 

and researcher at the University of Califor-

nia, Los Angeles, has received death threats 

for his feral cat research and advocacy. He 

blames this hate on misinformation cam-

paigns at the local level and, more recently, 

predatory journals. These journals take ad-

vantage of open-access fee structures by 

charging researchers to publish their work 

without going through the standard peer-

review process. “You have this building up of 

‘literature’ that lacks the disciplinary quality 

that couldn’t be published in a journal that 

was associated with, say, a professional 

society that had real editors or a real review 

process,” he said, “while they have the ap-

pearance of going through the standard 

review process.” 

A publishing company that Longcore 

said is “pretty widely recognized as 

predatory,” has published several stud-

ies claiming benefits of TNR. One paper 

claimed TNR reduced the spread of 

toxoplasmosis, but it was authored by 

a cat advocate and professor of public 

administration, neither of whom have 

health are up against political headwinds 

that arise from propaganda ecosys-

tems.” When the credibility of experts is 

undermined, Longcore said it makes it 

challenging for wildlife managers to do 

their jobs. While reputable organizations 

like the American Bird Conservancy have 

education campaigns like Cats Indoors, 

they’re met with groups like Alley Cat 

Allies calling the reports “junk science” 

and sharing resources on “defending cats  

against misinformation.” 

However, there are some unlikely allies in 

the fight against feral cat misinformation. 

People for the Ethical Treatment of Ani-

mals (PETA) is anti-TNR. In their calculation, 

it causes the unneeded death of native 

wildlife and condemns feral cats to short, 

brutal lives, with many sources reporting 

the average lifespan of an indoor cat to be 

12-15 years, while for an outdoor cat, it’s 

only two to five years. They also encourage 

people not to feed feral cat colonies and 

are critical of some of the main peddlers 

of pro-TNR misinformation. 

 

THE GRIEF OF INVASIVE 

SPECIES CONTROL 

Paton herself had an outdoor cat growing 

up—Megs, short for Megatron—that she 

got when she was 12 years old. Once she 

learned the damage that cats cause to lo-

cal ecosystems, she brought Megs inside. 

They underwent the rehabilitation process 

together, and Paton said Megs was miser-

able at the beginning—she hated her litter 

box and had several escape attempts. But 

Unfortunately, getting others to follow 

Paton’s lead is difficult and many cats 

remain outdoors. Much of the culture war 

and misunderstandings surrounding feral 

cat management come down to a ques-

tion of animal welfare—an issue that some 

wildlife managers ignore to their own 

peril. Longcore has considered this moral 

calculus: “Something’s going to die in this 

equation—no one has clean hands. If you 

leave [cats] out there, they’re going to kill 

animals that probably shouldn’t be killed. 

If you bring them into a shelter, there’s a 

risk of euthanasia. But this is the real world 

that we operate in.” 

Williams, too, doesn’t delight in the idea 

of killing invasive species: “It shouldn’t be 

easy. If you’re finding it uncomfortable and 

difficult, it’s because it is difficult.” Williams 

came to study feral cats because of his 

love for all felids and thinks it’s important 

not to look away from the discomfort of 

invasive species management. “The curse 

we bear is recognizing that the grief that 

comes from cat euthanasia is a conse-

quence of our doing,” he said. 

For Williams, a critical part of invasive 

species management is ensuring that 

protocols reduce unneeded animal suf-

fering and are as humane as possible. 

But that doesn’t outweigh the duty he 

feels to help rebalance native ecosys-

tems. “Our job as human beings is to 

prioritize being stewards to the native 

wildlife around us first and foremost, 

even if it comes at a price.”  

degrees in disease ecology. she gave Megs plenty of toys and enrich-   

https://abcbirds.org/program/cats-indoors/
https://www.alleycat.org/resources/junk-science-gets-cats-killed/
https://www.alleycat.org/community-cat-care/defending-cats-against-misinformation/
https://www.alleycat.org/community-cat-care/defending-cats-against-misinformation/
https://www.peta.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/peta-feral-cat-flyer-2019.pdf
https://www.peta.org/features/best-friends-animal-society/disturbing-history/


30 
 

 
“We’re in a post-science age,” Longcore said. “People whose job it is to take care of natural resources and 

protect public 
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ment inside and trusted the process. “It was hard, but she’s super happy now, and it’s helpful to 

share with people that I know it can be done,” Paton said. 

 


