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Taming Feral Kittens

article reprinted with permission from Alley Cat Allies

Feral cat coloniesusually originate whenlost or abandoned unaltered domestic cats congregate near
afood source, such as garbage dumpsters in alleyways, behind restaurants and food shops, behind
hospital, military and college cafeterias, and in parks, wherethereisafood sourceleft by picnickers.
Female cats will find a safe, hidden place to give birth and old instincts inherited from her wild
cousin, theAfricanWildcat (Felislybica) will reappear.

Theyoung offspring of feral female cats, or of abandoned domestic cats, learn from their mothersto
bewary and distrustful of humans, and to hide and defend themsel ves against adversaries. Thetiny
kittens will spit and hiss if approached by humans, and though small, will bite and scratch if not
handled with respect for their wild natures. Remember that when dealing withferal cats, aswith any
wild animal, you should have a pre-exposure rabies vaccination and take care to keep your tetanus
shotscurrent.Minimizeall risksby using the correct equipment.

In most areas of the U.S., except northern regions with extreme cold, kitten season can extend from
February though November. Some females have three litters each year, with a gestation period of
approximately 65 days. Cats, like many wild animals, overproduceto ensure survival of the species,
thusferal catshavemanykittens.

Kitten mortality rates are usually very high—over 50% among kittens. Many become sick from
usually curable diseases, such as respiratory infections, but without medical treatment, the weak
kittens usually perish. Those cats surviving thefirst six to eight weeks often build up immunitiesto
common cat diseases, and once controlled and stabilized, a colony remains healthy and viable for
many yearsunder thecareand supervision of caretakers.

Feral felinesmay become stressedwhenincaptivity.Stresscan causeillnessand amother’sinability
to properly carefor kittens, especially when giving birth. If problems occur, such as her inability to
tear open theamniotic sac to expel thekitten, shewill not allow you to do thisand the kitten will die.
You should provideabox or container inthe cagefor themother cat to hideintofeel safe.

Introduction: aspectsof TNR vs. taming to consider

If your local shelter is euthanizing domestic kittens for lack of homes, you may want to consider
trapping any pregnant feral femal esand having them spayed. Y ou can a so trap the kittenswhen they
are8to 12 weeksold, sterilize, vaccinate, and returnto the colony. Even at theyoung age of 12 weeks
old, many kittensmay bedifficult to tameand socialize, and by returning them to the colony youwill

not beusing up val uable adoptivehomes.

The Cornell University College of Veterinary Medicine notes that there are four critical stages of
kitten development. The socialization period isfrom between two to sevenweeksof age. Duringthis
period the kitten should form bonds with humans and other animals. Friendlinessis also agenethat
passes along to kittens from the mother or the father. Peter Neville notes that even under ided
conditions "around 15 percent of kittens seem to resist socialization and demonstrate only limited
willingnessto becoming generally sociableadults.”

Remember that it isalso important for kittensto remain with their littermatesfor aslong aspossible.
Difficult decisions have to made then, when deciding to remove feral kittens for taming and
socialization.

Many feral kittens, even if they have not been socialized during the critical period, can become
affectionate and loving companions. They will need to be placed in adoptive homes as soon as
possible becauseferal kittenstend to bond with one person. Be awarethat ayoung feral cat who may
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be completely tame and loving with one person can revert to her wild state when placed in another
home. It can sometimes take six months, a year, or even longer for that cat to bond with the new
caretaker.

Be sure to trap and spay/neuter the kittens' parents so the breeding cycle does not continue. The
mother cat should have stopped nursing at least ten days prior to surgery. Be sure to tell the
veterinarian that the cat wasrecently nursing.

If you dowi shtorescueabandonedkittensor to tameferal kittens, develop afoster care program and
get othersinvolved. Giveyour volunteers some basic training such asA CA’s"Neonatal Kitten Care
Booklet."

ACA strongly advises that kittens be spayed/neutered before being placed in adoptive homes. The
goal isto stopthekilling of healthy animal sin sheltersand those of uswho care about animal sshould
NOT contribute to the problem by allowing unneutered cats to be placed in homes. Currently,
complianceratesfor sterilization of catsand dogsfrom public and private sheltersislessthan 60%.

Catching feral kittens

Kittens will make themselves visible when they are about four to five weeks old, once they begin
eating solid food.Alley CatAlliesrecommends capturing kittens between the ages of five and eight
weeks, when they are devel oped enough to leave their mother but still young enough to be tamed.
They will be hard to catch! They hide in all kinds of inaccessible places. ACA recommends using
baited traps for safe handling of feral kittens. They may look sweet and innocent (and they are!) but
one should remember they are wild animals even though they may look like any domestic kitten.
They have wild natures and have been taught by their mothersto defend themsel ves with teeth and
claws.

Orphaned or young kittens

If kittens are under five weeks of age and unable to eat solid food, bottle-feed them with kitten
formula (KMR or Similac) obtained from veterinary clinics or pet supply stores. Cow’s milk does
not contain enough fat or protein for kittens. Young kittens should be kept in a box lined with
absorbent paper towels. Keep the box warm (around 90 degreesF.) during thefirst two weeksof life,
using a heating pad covered with atowel, or aninfrared lamp. For three-week-old kittens decrease
thetemperatureto around 80 degreesF. If akittenistoo weak to drink from abottle, feed her froman
eye dropper. Massage the belly to stimulate digestion, and use a cotton ball or paper towel to
stimulate elimination of urine and feces. Moist cotton balls can be used to clean the area afterwards.
RubVaselineontheanal area. Themother usually cleansthe babiesduring thefirst few weekssoyou
will haveto take on thistask. Begin weaning from three to four weeks old. Mix canned kitten food
with kitten formula and hand feed until the kittens are accustomed to eating on their own, then
gradually change over completely to canned food.

Nearly all feral and stray kittens have internal parasites and the kittens need to be dewormed by a
veterinarian. Any upper respiratory infections should be treated with antibiotics and eye ointments.
L eft untreated, they can cause severe health problems, pneumonia, eventual blindnessor even death.
Formoredetail edinformation see, Neonatal Kitten CareavailablefromAlley CatAllies.

If you do not have kitten formulaon hand (KMR —Kitten Milk Replacement available at your local
pet store) usethefollowing formulafor atempor ary feeding only (12-24 hour s). Add oneegg yolk
to eight ouncesof cow’smilk for short term feeding. Feed kittenstwo tablespoons per four ounces of
body weight daily. Dividetotal amount into equal feedings. Small weak kittens should be fed every
threetofour hours.

Oneof themostimportant thingsto remember isto keep theorphan kitten warm.
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Thetaming process

Kittens may be taken from the mother after weaning, at approximately five to six weeks old. The
process of taming kittens can take two to six weeks depending on their age and degree of wildness.
First and foremost, any person attempting this process should be patient and totally committed. Do
not take ontoo many kittensat onetime. Be cautiouswhen youwork with ferals. Remember they are
wild and will defend themselvesif they feel cornered or threatened. Never handle anew or strange
feral kitten until you know how she will react towards you, and always wear long sleeves. Keep
gloveshandy. If one escapes from confinement, do not grab the kitten with your bare hands. Usethe
gloves or athrow atowel over the kitten, or push himinto a corner with acarrier, so that he has no
other choice but to enter the carrier. A specia net, available from ACES, is handy in instances like
this.

If you do get bitten, wash the wound immediately with soap and water for five minutes, and seek
medical advice. Remember to tell the doctor that you will quarantine the kitten for ten days, an
adequatetimefor determining if thekitten hasrabies. (SeeA CA’sRabiesFactsheet.)

Scratches are usually less likely to become infected, but need to be cleaned carefully aswell. If
you cannot catch an escaped kitten or cat, withhold food and set a trap.

Summary of the taming process:
Containment in cage
Periodic and brief handling with protective towel
Containment in small room
Exposure to other humans to help with socialization

Feed with baby food on ateaspoon or on your finger (do not feed baby food with onionin
the ingredients)

And, placement in suitable adoptive home as soon as possible to get the kitten used to their
new environments.

Containment in cage

Afera kittenisusually frightened at first and may hissand spit at humans. Begin the taming process
by confining thekitteninacage/carrier inasmall room and for thefirst day do not attempt to handle
the kitten. Feral kittensmust first learn to feel safe. Visit frequently and talk to the kitten to get him
used to your voice. Get him used to human voicesby leaving atelevision set onlow volume.Always
moveslowly. Leavearadio playing softmusicintheroom.

Feed kittensmoist cat food and leave dry kitten chow out at all times. If thekittensare still small or
undernourished, pour someK M Rkittenmilkoverthemoi stfood.

Handling feral kittens

After two days select the least aggressive kitten, place atowel quietly but firmly over the kitten's
body (do not cover his head) and pick him up. If the kitten stays calm, pet gently on the head from
behind. Never approach from the front. Initially, hands will frighten feral kittens and they may bite
when approached from the front. If the kitten remains calm, grip securely by the skin at the nape of
the neck, put the towel on your lap, and set the kitten on the towel. Stroke the kitten’s body while
speaking in soft, reassuring tones, then relax your grip. Make this first physical contact brief. Go
through this process with each kitten, and give him/her a special treat after al have been handled.
Repeat this process asfrequently aspossible. Comb and brush the kitten gently aswell. You canalso
offer thekitten baby food onyour finger to get him used to your hands.M akesuretherei snoonionin
theingredients. Onionsaretoxicto cats.
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Containment in small room

Within aweek the kittens should have made considerable progress. Remember that each kitten will
develop at adifferent rate. They should then have open accessto the room and be placed in the cage
only if necessary. Any kittens who do not seem to be taming should be placed in a separate cage in
another room away from the others. Thiswill allow you to work with the kitten more frequently and
will increase dependence on ahuman. 1t will also prevent perpetuation of wildnessin littermates. In
some litters, it will become obvious that they are reinforcing wildness in the group. Each member
must bethenisolated fromtheother.

Exposureto other humans and other cats

If theferal kitten can be around another calm, friendly cat, thiswill help thetaming process. Kittens
are "copy-cats' and will follow the tame cats' behavior, coming over to be petted if they hear the
tamer cat purring while being petted. Give frequent treats by hand, and teach them to play with cat
toys, such as the Cat Dancer or Cat Charmer. Interaction with humans during play can hasten the
taming processand ishighly recommended.

If you haveto medicate, useliquid medicinein moist food, or crush tabletsinto baby food (the meat
variety without onion). Forcing tabletsinto aferal cat or kitten may cause traumaand can undo the
taming process.Whenthekittensnol ongerrespond by biting, encourage friends to handle them as
often aspossible. Socialization with other humansisvery important. However asstated before, feral
kittens (or feral cats) tend to bond with one human so they adjust to anew home better if they have
also socialized with other humans.

Placement in adoptive home

Some peopleareafraidtotell adoptersthat thekittensareferal, for fear they will not be placed.Alley
Cat Allies believes thisis not in the best interest of the kitten. The cats or kittens may retain some
feral instincts. Peopl€e’s perceptions about feral cats need to change. Education is important, and
people have to be made aware of the millions of feral cats living in aleys who need our
understanding and our help, not fear and disdain.

Kittens do best if there are no small children in the home. A child’s normal activity and noise can
easily reverse all the work you have done. This is vital to remember when placing kittens for
adoption. The most suitable home is a calm environment so the kittens feel secure. Idedly, two
kittens should be placed together in a home, or with another cat or friendly dog or where an adult
personisat homepart of theday.

The taming process is extremely rewarding. Many tamed ferals will continue to be a bit elusive,
while others will demand human contact constantly. People who have tamed formerly feral
companion animals, havereaped many pleasuresfromtheir company.

If you placeaferal kitteninanew homeafter thetaming process,A CAstrongly recommendsthat the
new guardian read this fact sheet and go through asimilar "mini-taming” process, because the new
home can be very confusing and traumatic for aferal kitten. Most will soon settle down happily into
their new environment and start enjoying theluxuriesoffered!

Early-age sterilization

Because cats can reproduce before they are five to six months old, many shelters and veterinarians
concerned about thekilling of millionsof healthy animalsin U.S. sheltersare recommending early-
age sterilization. Kittens can be safely sterilized from eight weeks old. If proper procedures are
followed, they recover from the surgery much quicker than older cats. Often, people who adopt
kittens from shelters do not have the animals altered, and they are allowed to reproduce, adding to
the severe crisis of cat overpopulation. Feral colonies are the result of individuals who allow their
unaltered catsto roam andmatewithotherunal tered outdoor cats.
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Kitten Health

Neonatal kittens

Theneonatal, or infantile, period in akitten’slife extendsfrom birth through thefirst 10 daysof life.
A large number of people care for abandoned and orphaned kittens, many of which are in the
neonatal stage. Alley Cat Allies has several resources available, such as the Neonatal Kitten Care
book. For those who look after orphaned kittens, this book provides detailed information on the
stepsinvolved withraising orphaned kittens.

Theimportance of first milk

The milk that is produced by the mother cat for the first two days after birth is called "colostrum.”
Thismilk ishigh in protein and antibodies that protect the newborn kittens. Orphan kittens who do
not havethis protection should be vaccinated against rhinotracheitis, calicivirus, and panleukopenia
at four weeks of age. Vaccination at an early age should only be considered for orphan kittens.
Normally, kittens should receivetheir first vaccinations at eight to ten weeks of age when they lose
theirmaternally derivedimmunity.

I nfectious diseases (FeLV and FIV)

Kittens are susceptible to respiratory diseases such as feline herpes virus and calicivirus.
Panleukopenia (feline distemper) and feline leukemia (FeLV) may be contracted in utero.
Panleukopenia, if contracted before birth, can result in cerebellar hypoplasia causing balance and
walking problems in a kitten starting at two to three weeks of age. In unvaccinated populations,
felinedistemperisavery deadly disease.

Thereisno evidenceto suggest that feral catsare any morelikely to beinfected with FeLV or feline
immunodeficiency virus(FIV) than domesticated cats.

Feline Infectious Peritonitis (FIP)

Thisvirus belongsto the Coronaviridae family and isacomplex disease that affects cats, including
exotic speciessuch aslions, cougars, and cheetahs. The presence of antibodiesdoesnot provethat a
cat has FIP. Only a biopsy or necropsy (autopsy) can confirm the diagnosis. Many cats may have
been exposed to the coronavirusand will therefore devel op anitbodies. FIPisresponsiblefor asmall

percentage of kitten mortality. Early symptoms such asloss of appetite, weight loss, and mild upper
respiratory infection are similar to those for other diseases. Fever, which may fluctuate, may be a
sign of FIP. Tufts School of Veterinary Medicine reports that most FIP cases come from crowded
sheltersor catteries.

Upper Respiratory Infection (URI)

Perhaps the biggest health problem for kittens in colonies and for abandoned neonatal kittensis
upper respiratory infections. Many other diseases, such as FIV and FelLV, can begin with URI.
Several respiratory diseases also cause sneezing, coughing, and nasal discharge, making URIs
difficult to diagnose and treat. The most probable causes are rhinotracheitis and calicivirus. Often
the di sease becomes chronic and sometimes cannot be completely cured. The catmaysneezeorhave
runny eyesfor most of hislife.

Providing awarm environment, cleaning the eyes and nose areas, and using avaporizer can treat a
mild case. Antibiotics will not help URI, but are sometimes used to combat secondary infections.
Conjunctivitis of the eyesrequires constant cleaning with moist, warm cotton balls and application
of Terramycin or Chlorasone, afew timesaday directly intheeyes.
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Internal parasites

The most common internal parasites are roundworms, hookworms, tapeworms, Giardia, and
Coccidia. Parasitescan causelossof appetite, diarrhea, and anemia. A veterinarian should examinea
stool sampleto determinewhatmedi cationsto administer.

External parasites

Earmites and fleas on kittens must be treated. Contact your veterinarian about the best and safest
methods. Remember that a kitten can die from anemia caused by fleas. Fleas can also cause
tapeworms, which should betreated.

Keep food areas clean, especialy during the hot, humid months. If you have a problem with flies,
youmaywanttof eeddry food only and removeall food dishesafter feeding.



