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Introduction

Since its inception in 1945, the Maryland Ornithological Society (MOS) has held as one 
of  its  central  tenets  the  promotion  of  knowledge,  appreciation  and  conservation  of 
Maryland’s  avian  species  and  the  natural  resources  necessary  for  their  support. 
Reaffirmed in 1998 by the MOS Board of Directors in the MOS Mission Statement,  1 

MOS finds that it is crucial to apply this tenet to the issues of free-roaming domestic cats 
and the management of feral cats. This policy statement is the official  position of the 
Society.  It is intended to guide individual chapters and members, and it is up to each 
individual  to decide if  he or she wishes to follow this  policy.   Compliance with that 
policy is not a requirement of membership in MOS.

Executive Summary 

Recognizing that free-roaming and feral cats are probably the greatest source of human-
caused bird mortality in North America, and constitute a major public and wildlife health 
threat, while at the same time being dangerous for the cats themselves, MOS discourages 
allowing domestic cats to wander freely in the landscape, and advocates keeping them 
indoors  or  confined  in  a  way  that  they  do  not  impact  wildlife.  MOS  also  calls  for 
neutering of cats so that the number of unwanted cats does not continue to grow. It is the 
position  of  MOS  that  full  implementation  of  the  steps  recommended  in  this  policy 
statement will result in lowering the numbers of free-wandering and feral cats, decreasing 
wildlife mortality from cat predation, and improvements in public and wildlife health.

MOS further opposes the creation and maintenance of Trap-Neuter and Release (TNR) 
colonies for cats, and does not support TNR as responsible solution to the problem of 
unwanted  or  unadoptable  domestic  cats.  MOS  opposes  policies,  regulations,  and 
ordinances that promote or support the practice of TNR because of the negative impact 
on native birds and other wildlife; because of the negative impact such practices have on 
human and wildlife  health;  because of the detrimental  effects  such practices  have on 
released domestic cats; and because the practice is contrary to state and county laws and 
regulations protecting Maryland’s natural resources.

The Impact of Domestic Cats on Birds

The  Maryland  Invasive  Species  Council  (MISC)2 in  2010  described  feral  cats  as  “a 
perfect  invasive  species,”  not  native  to  North  America.   When  “released  into  the 
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environment  on  a  permanent  basis,  they  can  disrupt  an  already  fragile  ecosystem…. 
Birds, especially nestlings make up approximately 20% of a feral cat’s prey.” 3

Peer-reviewed studies conducted in the United States and Canada have shown domestic 
cat predation to be the largest direct source of human-related mortality to birds in both 
countries, ranging from 1.4 to 3.7 billion per year in the U.S., and 100-250 million per 
annum in Canada. An even greater toll is inflicted on small mammals45. These results 
were incorporated into the North American Bird Conservation Initiative (NABCI) U.S. 
Committee’s  State  of  the  Birds  Report  2014.   NABCI  U.S.  Committee  is  a  forum 
comprised of 23 federal and state agencies, and private conservation organizations and 
bird initiatives. The 2014 report placed annual bird deaths caused by cats at 2.4 billion in 
the  U.S.  and  196 million  in  Canada,  significantly  exceeding  all  other  direct  human-
associated  actions.  The  report  recommends  keeping  cats  indoors  and  implementing 
polices to eliminate feral cat colonies.6 More locally, the Second Chance Wildlife Center 
in nearby Gaithersburg, MD, between 2010 and 2013 received 498 birds of 41 species 
injured by cats, with 80% not surviving.7 The Wildlife Conservation Center of Virginia 
treated roughly 3,000 bird and mammals injured by outdoor cats over a ten year span, 
with over 70% of the small mammals and 81% of birds succumbing to their injuries.  8 

Tri-State Bird Rescue and Research in Newark, DE, has found that 10-12% of all birds 
received for care are victims of cat attacks, and the majority are nestlings or fledglings. 
Tri-state sees 200-250 such cat attack victims annually.9

It is important to note that harming native birds, even if by indirect actions, is a Federal 
crime under the U.S. Migratory Bird Treaty Act.

Because of domestic cat predation, some species of birds are particularly affected so that 
the number of young birds fledged is not sufficient to maintain the population at healthy 
levels, causing a significant decline in the species. This was shown in a January 2011 
Smithsonian study that documented that 47% of all Gray Catbirds killed by predators 
were killed by cats.10 A 2011 study in the United Kingdom demonstrated that the mere 
presence of a cat can reduce the amount of food parent birds deliver to their chicks, and 
greatly increases the nest’s vulnerability to predation by third parties, such as crows.11

Trap-Neuter-Release and Birds

These wildlife impacts are exacerbated by a practice often advocated for dealing with 
feral cats known as trap-neuter-release or trap-neuter-return (TNR). Such colonies can 
cause prey populations to decline so much they can no longer support native predators, a 
process known as hyperpredation.12

TNR’s Impact on Public and Wildlife Health

TNR colonies present a serious public health threat. While cats placed in such colonies 
are generally vaccinated against rabies, other feral cats attracted to the colony are not. 
Furthermore, rabies vaccinations need to be renewed periodically and booster shots are 
not generally given, with recapture rates for such purposes below 10%.13 
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A Centers for Disease Control (CDC) map of rabies incidence from 2012 indicates that 
Maryland and adjacent states have one of highest incidences of rabies in cats (indicated in 
the below map by yellow circles). 14

Eighteen cats were confirmed to be infected with rabies by the Maryland Department of 
Health and Mental Hygiene in 2014.15 The Maryland Department of Health and Mental 
Hygiene  includes  the  removal  of  stray  animals  from  the  community  as  one  of  the 
cornerstones of its rabies prevention program.16

There  is  a  serious  health  risk  involved  with  the  physical  practice  of  TNR.  Wildlife 
rehabilitators  who  handle  wild  rabies  vector  species  such  as  foxes  or  raccoons  are 
required by the state of Maryland to have had rabies vaccinations. Cats are a major rabies 
vector in Maryland. Since there is no way to test  a living cat for rabies status,  those 
trapping, handling or performing surgery on feral  cats  who have not been vaccinated 
(probably a large majority17) are putting themselves in considerable danger.
 
Aside  from the  rabies  threat,  an  even  greater  public  health  issue  from feral  cats  is 
Toxoplasmosis. Toxoplasma gondii is a microscopic parasite that is transmitted only by 
cats. The parasite eggs are shed in the cat feces and can remain infective for 18 months in 
the soil. The parasite is transmissible to humans, and the CDC in 2003 reported a link 
between  Toxoplasma gondii  infection  and psychotic  symptoms  in  humans  similar  to 
schizophrenia.18 The CDC also considers Toxoplasmosis a leading cause of death from 
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food-borne illness and in newly infected pregnant mothers it can present a serious threat 
to the child. Over 60 million persons in the U.S. have been infected by this parasite.19 A 
July  2014  study  in  the  journal  Trends  of  Parasitology  described  the  prevalence  of 
Toxoplasma  gondii  oocysts  in  the  United  States  as  a  major  potential  public  health 
threat.20 

To our knowledge, no TNR program routinely tests nor treats its cats for the parasite. 
This is a serious issue: a study on a TNR colony in Ohio found that over 50% of the 
colony’s cats were carrying Toxoplasma. They had in turn infected a majority of white-
tailed deer in the same area, presenting a threat to humans who might consume under-
cooked  venison.21 Aside  from  humans  and  deer,  Toxoplasmosis  has  been  shown  to 
negatively affect  other  mammal  species.  Toxoplasmosis  from cat  feces  discharged to 
surface waters has also been implicated in the steep decline of Sea Otter populations in 
California.22 

TNR’s Impact on Cats

Re-releasing  feral  cats  into  the  wild  can  be  detrimental  to  the  health  of  the  cats 
themselves.   The  cats  are  subject  to  the  weather,  predators,  automobiles,  parasites, 
disease, and intentional abuse. The American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) 
supports actions “to eliminate the problem of free-roaming and feral cats…most of these 
cats will suffer premature mortality from disease, starvation, or trauma.”23 Veterinarian 
Dr. Michael W. Fox, a former Vice President of the Humane Society of the United States 
and  columnist  in  the  Washington  Post,  has  labeled  TNR “neither  a  panacea  nor  an 
appropriate  response  to  the  population  and homelessness  crisis  we  face  as  a  society 
today.”24 Even  the  animal  rights  organization  PETA  opposes  TNR  and  supports 
euthanasia when necessary.25

Furthermore, TNR is a likely violation of both the Abuse and Neglect (§ 10-604) as well 
as Abandonment (§ 10-612) provisions of Title 10 of Maryland state.26

Effectiveness of TNR 

TNR advocates claim that TNR is effective at reducing the number of cats in a colony, 
since they can no longer breed after being neutered.  Peer-reviewed studies within the 
field  of  wildlife  biology,  however,  have  shown  TNR  to  be  generally  ineffective  at 
reducing colony size.  A 2003 study in Florida published in the Natural Areas Journal 
showed that dumping of cats and attraction of strays more than offset losses, with the 
colonies growing in size.27

A 2009 study published in  the  journal  Conservation  Biology showed that  TNR sites 
showing any declines in size at all included vigorous adoption efforts, and that cats in a 
colony do not, in fact, defend the colony from outside cats.28

A study in 2010 showed that TNR was effective only in small colonies of 50 cats or less, 
and advocated trapping and euthanasia for colonies greater than 50 for reducing colonies 
quickly.29
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In 2014, a study evaluated the relative effectiveness of trap-removal, trap-neuter-return, 
and  temporary  contraception.  The  study  concluded  that  trap-removal  was  the  most 
effective  means  for  reducing  colony size,  and  in  an  isolated  population,  showed  the 
highest probability of eliminating a colony.30

Cats and Rodent Control

Some maintain that cats serve as a useful means of rodent control.  Cats, however, do not 
serve  as  an  effective  means  of  rodent  control  according  to  science  and  agricultural 
authorities. A 1999 study in California found that house mice were more abundant in 
areas  frequented  by cats  than in  areas  without  cats.  In  addition,  the presence of cats 
appears to facilitate the expansion of house mice into areas where they had not previously 
occurred. 31 Another study in 2009 showed that cats in urban environments showed little 
effect on Norway rat populations.32 The Virginia Cooperative Extension Service states 
that  cats  are  not  an  effective  means  of  rodent  control  and  that  cats  can  lead  to  the 
transmission  of  Toxoplasma gondii  oocysts  to  hogs.33 A study by the  National  Pork 
Producers Council in 2000 indicated that 41.9 to 70.7 per cent of farm cats tested positive 
to T. gondii infection. It recommended that feral cats be eliminated and access of cats to 
swine areas  be secured from cats.34 The University of Maryland Extension makes no 
mention of using cats to control rodents on small poultry farms, instead advises using a 
combination of traps and rodenticides.35

In  short,  cats  are  ineffective  at  controlling  rodent  populations  and  their  use  for  that 
purpose is, at  best,  not recommended, and in the case of hog production,  specifically 
enjoined.

Legal and Property Ramifications of TNR

If someone is bitten or scratched by a cat from a TNR colony, who bears legal liability? 
If  a  cat  takes  a  bird  or  mammal  protected  on  the  Endangered  Species  Act  or  the 
Migratory Bird Treaty Act, who is liable for the cat’s action? These liability issues are 
generally ignored in TNR colonies.

The following Maryland Counties have laws or ordinances essentially prohibiting TNR, 
treat feral cats as stray or at large cats, or call for the euthanasia of feral cats:  Baltimore, 
Caroline, Charles, Talbot, and Worcester.36

Cats do not respect property lines. Hence, cats from a TNR colony can and do wander 
onto  neighboring  property,  presenting  risk  of  cat-borne  disease  and  injury  to  private 
homeowners, family, and guests. Likewise, they can wander onto city, county and state 
parks, schoolyards, and playgrounds, presenting acute risk to children, other visitors, and 
staff.  

Many state and federal lands in Maryland are managed to protect their wildlife habitat 
values. Potentially affected areas are managed by the National Park Service (C&O Canal 
National Historical Park, Antietam Battlefield, Catoctin Mountain Park, Fort McHenry, 
Assateague Island National Seashore, Fort Washington Park, Piscataway Park, etc.), the 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (Patuxent, Blackwater, and Eastern Neck National Wildlife 
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Refuges)  and  the  Department  of  Defense  (Aberdeen  Proving  Ground,  Joint  Base 
Andrews, Fort Meade, Patuxent River Naval Air Station, etc.).  

MOS Positions

MOS for the reason cited above can never endorse TNR as a responsible solution to the 
feral cat issue.  We support trapping and neutering as vital to reducing the problem, but 
not their subsequent release. Many state and federal lands in Maryland are managed to 
protect their wildlife habitat values. Cats present a danger to these protected lands.

We oppose TNR because it is a proven threat to birds and other wildlife and as such is 
opposed  by  Maryland’s  Department  of  Natural  Resources,37 as  well  as  national 
organizations such as The Wildlife Society38 and American Bird Conservancy  39. TNR 
poses  a  serious  threat  to  public  health  and  as  such  is  opposed  by  the  Maryland 
Department of Health and Mental Hygiene.  Finally,  we oppose TNR because it is,  in 
essence, animal abandonment and as such is opposed by humane organizations, as well as 
many Maryland animal shelters.

In light of the toll inflicted by free-roaming cats on wildlife, the impact on public and 
wildlife health, and the exposure of the cats themselves to the vicissitudes of disease, 
weather, autos, persons of ill intent, food shortages, etc. MOS calls for the following:

- Aggressive public education on the problem of cat overpopulation and the need 
for neutering and vaccination;

- Encouragement of cat owners to neuter their cats if not engaged in breeding;
- Encouragement  of cat  owners to keep their  cats  indoors,  or leashed or fenced 

when outdoors.  A good resource for those wishing to expose their cats to the 
outdoors  without  hurting  wildlife  is  the  American  Bird  Conservancy’s  Cats 
Indoors! Program.40

- Enactment and enforcement of local municipal  and county leash and licensing 
laws;

- Full funding for municipal and county animal control agencies;
- Provision  of  low-cost  or  free  neutering  programs  by  local  governments  and 

humane organizations. 
- Strong promotion  of  adoption  programs  by animal  control  agencies  and local 

governments as well as other appropriate solutions such as enclosed sanctuaries, 
where neither wildlife nor public health are threatened;41

- That  animal  control  agencies  utilize  euthanasia  only  as  a  last  resort,  while 
ensuring that genuine pets are not accidentally put down.

- That MOS continues a dialogue on this issue with organizations and government 
agencies  to  devise  the  most  appropriate,  humane,  and  conservation-minded 
solutions to the issues.
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	There is a serious health risk involved with the physical practice of TNR. Wildlife rehabilitators who handle wild rabies vector species such as foxes or raccoons are required by the state of Maryland to have had rabies vaccinations. Cats are a major rabies vector in Maryland. Since there is no way to test a living cat for rabies status, those trapping, handling or performing surgery on feral cats who have not been vaccinated (probably a large majority17) are putting themselves in considerable danger.
	

