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Building a Community TNR 
Program 101



Roadmap for today’s webinar:

1. Defining the program’s mission

2. The need for collaboration
3. Know your legal status

4. Forming a strategic plan
5. Targeted TNR

6.   Developing spay/neuter capacity
7. Nuts & bolts – trap banks, workshops, data 

collection and websites

8. Fundraising 101



The mission: 
why are we doing this?

• Number one:  to 
reduce the 
community’s free-
roaming cat 
population

• Number two:  to 
care for the existing 
cats as humanely 
as possible



It’s important to clearly define your mission so 
it can guide you in making tough choices:

Should we test all cats for FIV/FeLV?
No, because the mission is not to prevent the spread of feline 
disease and limited resources should go to spay/neuter.

Should we try to socialize and find homes for 
teenage kittens or older cats?
No, because volunteers and resources need to be focused on trapping 
and spay/neuter.

Should we relocate as many cats as possible to 
barns?
No, because relocation is a time-consuming and difficult 
process and the focus needs to be on Trap-Neuter-Return.



Collaboration:  it takes a colony



Community-wide TNR can impact a 
number of stakeholders:

-The municipality (including animal 
control, public health)
-The animal welfare community 
(including shelters, rescue groups, 
other TNR groups)
-Veterinarians
-Wildlife agencies
-Caretakers
-Residents & property owners



In most communities, no one group can 
handle all aspects of the program:

• Public outreach
• Training
• Trapping & trap banks
• Veterinary care (spay/neuter, etc.)
• Handling friendly adults & kittens
• Funding
• Long-term colony care & monitoring



So…..

• Seek out, educate and 
gain support – don’t wait 
to become a target!

• Create a forum for 
sharing information, 
setting standards of 
practice & coordinating 
services: a council, 
coalition or informal 
meetings



Is your program legal?

Laws or policies that may be anti-TNR:
• Pet limit laws
• Leash laws (anti-roaming)
• Licensing & vaccination laws
• Feeding bans
• Trap-and-remove animal control policies
• Health Dept. interpretation of sanitation & health 

hazards

• I don’t know



If you’ve got a legal problem…

The first step in 
implementing a 
community program 
isn’t trapping – it’s 
clearing up your legal 
status.  Otherwise, 
your foundation is 
weak and subject to 
collapse.



Watch the PetSmart Charities webinar:

Persuading Municipal Officials to Go with TNR

http://petsmartcharities.webex.com (click on 
“Recorded Sessions”)

Show the video:
Trap-Neuter-Return: Fixing Feral Cat Overpopulation

Available as part of the Effectively Managing Feral 
Cats CD/DVD set distributed by The Humane Society of 
the United States at www.animalsheltering.org



Forming a strategic plan: 
expert or grassroots?

It’s vital at the outset to choose the correct 
orientation of your program:

• Expert:  the program’s staff and volunteers do 
the hands-on work of trapping, transport, etc.

• Grassroots: the program coordinates services 
and trains caretakers and other members of the 
public to do the work



Factors to consider:

• Size of the free-roaming cat population in 
the target community

• Size of the human population

• Geographic size of target area

• Available TNR resources (funding, s/n
services, equipment, trappers)



Example of an Expert Program

Long Beach Cats (Long 
Beach, NY)
– estimated 500 -1000 cats
– human population 30,000
– moderate size 

geographically
– Several trained trappers
– Supportive local veterinary 

clinic



Long Beach Cats protocol:

1. City resident calls program voicemail or 
logs onto website (www.LBcats.org)

2. Resident sends in Request for Assistance 
form either online or by mail

3. Program coordinator contacts resident, 
arranges to send a trapper

4. Trapper brings cats to local veterinary 
clinic, picks up and releases back.



Example of a Grassroots program

– Tens of thousands of cats

– 8 million human population
– Vast geographic size

– Administered by Neighborhood Cats
– Funding and other support from Mayor’s 

Alliance for NYC’s Animals

– Free spay/neuter services provided by 
ASPCA and Humane Society of NY





NYC Feral Cat Initiative protocol

1. Resident contacts the Initiative via voicemail or 
email off the program’s site www.nycferalcat.org

2. Resident is informed of the requirement of 
attendance at 3-hour training workshop

3. Workshop attendee gains access to no cost 
spay/neuter, equipment borrowing, hands-on 
assistance and ongoing advice

4. Attendee organizes and conducts own project.  
If requested, Initiative provides an expert 
trapper to assist on first day of mass trapping 
and at other points during the TNR. 



If you choose the wrong orientation….

• Following an “expert” model in a grassroots 
situation means you won’t fix enough cats 
quickly enough to have an overall impact

• Following a “grassroots” model when an expert 
approach would work means progress is 
unnecessarily delayed

• It’s possible to combine approaches, but you 
must decide on your program’s fundamental 
orientation



Expert:  the program’s staff and 
volunteers do the hands-on work 
of trapping, transport, etc.

Grassroots: the program 
coordinates services and trains 
caretakers and other members of 
the public to do the work



The Guiding Principle: Targeted TNR
• To stabilize the numbers in a colony of free-

roaming cats and achieve long-term population 
reduction, as close to 100% of the cats as possible 
should be spay/neutered.  The more mating 
opportunities are reduced, the fewer births.



The implications for a community TNR program:

Practice and teach Mass Trapping – the 
TNR of an entire colony at once.
» Must have adequate spay/neuter resources to 

handle entire colonies at once
» Must have enough traps available
» See the video How to Perform a Mass Trapping 

(part of the Effectively Managing Feral Cats
CD/DVD at www.animalsheltering.org)



Spay/neuter allocation & 
Targeted TNR

• Community A

- 250 cats in 25 colonies of 10 cats each

-100 spay/neuters allocated 4 per caretaker
(= 25 caretakers each get 4 s/n’s)

• Community B

- 250 cats in 25 colonies of 10 cats each

- 100 spay/neuters allocated 10 per colony
(= 10 colonies entirely neutered, the other 15 no cats 
are fixed)



Success vs. Failure

• Community A
Sterilization level per colony too low (40%) to 
achieve stabilized or reduced population in any 
of the 25 colonies

• Community B
40% of the colonies will be stabilized and show 
reduction in numbers over time.



Lesson: it’s better to be targeted than fair

• Schedule spay/neuter by colony, not by 
caretaker

• Target adjacent colonies or areas (this further 
reduces mating opportunities)

• Concentrate your TNR efforts on a community 
where your spay/neuter and other resources 
match the number of cats in need.  (Don’t target 
the entire county if you can only handle one 
town.)

• Select initial or pilot project with high probability 
of achieving close to 100% sterilization rate.



Solving S/N clinic scheduling issues

• The problem: S/N clinics often limit the # of cats per 
caretaker in order to ensure slots are filled and not 
wasted (after, e.g., scheduling 20 slots and only 10 
cats are trapped and brought in).

• The solution:
1. Caretaker training to establish a feeding pattern for two weeks 

and count the cats before scheduling s/n appointments
2. Caretaker training to start trapping at least two days before the 

s/n appointment (and learn to care for cats in traps)
3. Verification of # of cats trapped 24 hours before appointment 

(so empty slots can be filled with stand-bys, like rescues)



Spay/neuter Options

• Private veterinarians

• Nonprofit animal 
welfare veterinary 
clinics

• Mass spay days
• Mobile Clinics

• High volume 
spay/neuter clinics



Private veterinarians

• Educate about free-roaming cat overpopulation in your 
community and the consequences (e.g., intake, 
euthanasia rates)

• Appeal to “public service” aspect of providing discount 
spay/neuter

• $40 to $55 per spay, $20 to $35 per neuter would be the 
average range for TNR groups using private vets

• Also negotiate on rabies vaccine – cost to vet is 
approximately $2.

• Avoid mandatory ancillary treatment (testing, FVRCP, 
flea medication); instead, apply as needed.



Private veterinarians (cont’d)

Where to find them:

• Your personal veterinarian
• Ask local rescue groups & shelters who they use
• Get a list of vets in your area from city, county or state 

veterinary medical associations
• Check low cost spay/neuter certificate & coupon 

programs for participating vets in your area:
– SPAY USA (www.spayusa.org)
– Friends of Animals (www.friendsofanimals.org) 
– Research any local programs (e.g., Muffins Pet Connection in 

NYC: www.muffins.org)



Private veterinarians (cont’d)

Offer training! (you’re the expert)

• Many veterinarians are inexperienced with handling feral 
cats

• Demonstrate techniques (such as caring for a feral cat in 
a trap instead of transferring in and out of cages) and 
provide equipment (e.g., trap dividers)

• An excellent article to read and provide: Caring for 
Feral Cats in the Clinic, by Nancy Peterson, RVT 
(http://www.hsus.org/web-files/PDF/Caring-for-Feral-
Cats-in-the-Clinic.pdf) 



Nonprofit animal welfare clinics

• Many local shelters 
offer low cost 
spay/neuter for 
companion 
animals.

• Recruit for similar 
or lower rates for 
feral cats



Mass Spay Days

Operation Catnip (Gainesville, FL)

•Veterinarians, veterinary 
technicians and volunteers 
donate their time to 
spay/neuter large number 
of cats on one day

•Shelter or clinic donates 
space

•Costs = surgical supplies, 
vaccines (on average, less 
than $20/cat)

•Typically held about once 
a month

•Operation Catnip has 
altered up to 250 cats in a 
day



Operation Catnip (Gainesville, FL)



How to put on a Mass Spay Day

• Feral Cat Coalition (San Diego, CA)
Website:  www.feralcat.com
Clinic procedures: http://www.feralcat.com/pindex.html
Longest running mass spay clinic (since 1990’s), have 
altered as many as 300 cats in a day

• Operation Catnip (Gainesville, FL)
Website:  www.nmhp.net
Operations manual: 
http://www.nmhp.net/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=g4J_PIJ6
DfM%3d&tabid=223
Their complete TNR program operations manual 
(includes clinic operations in Chapter 3)



Mobile spay/neuter clinics

• Usually not a good idea for a startup TNR 
program due to high cost per cat to operate 
(insurance, gas, parking, etc.), unless veterinary 
services are donated

• Smaller space leads to more time required per 
cat, especially when large numbers of traps are 
involved

• For info:  see Mobile and Transport Programs
http://www2.aspca.org/site/PageServer?pagena
me=aspcaprosn_mobile] on the ASPCA 
Professional site (www.aspcapro.org). 



High volume spay/neuter clinics

• In high population areas, 
this is where you need to 
end up, eventually, to fix 
enough cats fast enough

• Stand-alone clinics offering 
spay/neuter and only 
ancillary care

• Operate up to seven days a 
week

• Some are cats-only (large 
dogs take more time and are 
more expensive)



High volume s/n clinic models

• Humane Alliance (Asheville, NC) & National 
Spay/Neuter Response Team
- www.humanealliance.org
- After startup capital costs, clinic is self-financing by 
charging break-even prices.  Typically, additional 
fundraising is needed to subsidize price for altering a 
large volume of free-roaming cats.

• Feral Cat Spay/Neuter Project (Seattle, WA)
- www.feralcatproject.org
- Financed by donations, no required cost to caretakers.



Nuts & Bolts:  Trap Banks

• Rule of thumb:  
# of traps = spay/neuter capacity x 2
(e.g., 20 s/n’s a week = 40 traps)

• Need trap dividers, too

• Recommended equipment: 
http://www.neighborhoodcats.org/HOW_TO_RECOMMEN
DED_TRAPS_AND_EQUIPMENT

• Trap bank contract, procedures & log:
http://www.neighborhoodcats.org/RESOURCES_FORMS



Nuts & Bolts:  Workshops
• Workshop outline, rabies handout, waiver, sample flyer:

http://www.neighborhoodcats.org/RESOURCES_EDUC
ATION_OTHER_MATERIALS

• Neighborhood Cats TNR Handbook & How to Perform a 
Mass Trapping video: www.animalsheltering.org (part of 
the Effectively Managing Feral Cats CD/DVD)

• Schedule and then advertise; don’t wait to schedule until 
enough people express interest

• Charge an admission fee ($10 to $15) – helps ensure 
attendance & covers cost of materials





Nuts & Bolts:  Data Collection
• Counting the number of spay/neuters is not an accurate 

measure of success (when success = fewer free-roaming 
cats)

• Better metrics:  
a) before/after colony population numbers
b) cat intake & euthanasia rates at local shelters (total, kitten and/or 
free-roaming)

c) complaint calls

d) availability of kittens (ads, shelters, etc.)

• Online feral cat database based on remote entry by 
caretakers:
- User side:  www.feralcatdatabase.com

- Admin side: www.feralcatdatabase.com/admin (enter 
admin@feralcatdatabase.com for the email, admin for password)
- can be purchased with or without an informational website



Nuts & Bolts:  Websites

• Create your own (not only a Petfinder page) to:
a)  keep your community and supporters informed

b)  provide information for potential donors & grantors

• Keep it current!

• Avoid relying on volunteer web professionals unless you 
can count on their consistent participation for years to 
come – instead use a “design it yourself” site:
- GoDaddy.com

- Hostway.com

• Sample self-administering feral cat website:
- www.feralcatdatabase.com

- can be purchased with or without the database



Fundraising:  Why?

• To maintain current program 
services

• To ensure longevity of the 
program (TNR takes time!)

• To hire staff – creates greater 
consistency, growth, esp. true 
with TNR (Myth: funders
prefer all-volunteer groups)

• To expand the program’s 
reach



Fundraising:  How?

• Direct mail
• Grants
• Events
• Program service fees
• Municipal funding

(watch out for FOIA!)
• Odds & ends (donation 

cans, raffles, etc.)



Fundraising “ how to” resources

• Webinars at PetSmart Charities 
(https://petsmartcharities.webex.com) on direct mail, events, major 
gifts, grantwriting & more. Start with: Nuts & Bolts of a Successful 
Fundraising Program by Sarah Hayes

• Getting the Word Out in the Fight to Save the Earth
by Richard Beamish (The John Hopkins University Press, 1995) –
look on www.amazon.com

• Neighborhood Cats website:
www.neighborhoodcats.org (click on “Resources” then 
on “Funding”)



And be sure to check at 
www.petsmartcharities.org

for the latest news and grant programs!


