Indoor/Outdoor Cats

Up until the 1950s, caretakers didn’t
have much of a choice in the matter, as
they had to allow a cat out to go to the
bathroom. Thanks to the invention of
litter, caretakers now have the ability to
restrict their cat’s outdoor activities.
In South Africa, where I was born, it
would have been almost impossible to
keep your cat indoors because most
homes are built for the pleasant temperate weather; the mostly-sunny winter
days in Johannesburg reach the mid- to
upper-sixties. Homes are built with large
windows and sliding glass patio doors.
In Johannesburg summers, it used to be
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that homes were cooled by keeping doors
and windows wide open, even at night.
And about 30 years ago, cat litter was alPRVWLPSRVVLEOHWR¿QGLQ-RKDQQHVEXUJ
stores.
In talking with British friends and colleagues, most cats living in England have
DFFHVV WR WKH RXWVLGH YLD D FDW ÀDS FDW
door). If an individual wants to adopt
a cat and keep her strictly indoors, the
shelter won’t refuse the adoption; however, most shelters prefer that cats have
access to a garden. In the U.S., the situation is reversed and most shelters will
refuse a home unless the cat is to be kept
strictly indoors; the majority of shelters
do not support permitting cats outdoors.

Maggie Funkhouser

The indoor/outdoor cat debate is very
controversial among animal caretakers
and humane societies. Unlike most European countries where the majority of
cats spend their days outdoors, Americans are increasingly keeping their cats
permanently indoors. In 2008, 65 percent of survey participants said they
keep their cats strictly indoors (Rowan,
2012). As we continue to move into the
cities, life in high rise apartments makes
LWGL̇FXOWIRUFDWVWRDFFHVVWKHRXWGRRUV
There’s also an increased concern for a
cat’s safety living in a busy city as compared to living in the suburbs or out in
the country.

Mama Cat, who lives solely outdoors and has
made this garden her home base.
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Risks for Cats Who
Live Strictly Indoors
Cat caretakers must take into consideration that indoor cats can sometimes
VX̆HU SV\FKRORJLFDOO\ DQG GHYHORS EHhavioral problems. Dr. Nicholas Dodman of Tufts University School of Veterinary Medicine and Roger Tabor both
note that American cats sometimes have
higher rates of anxiety-related problems,
which may be related to cats living inGRRUVZLWKOLWWOHH̆RUWEHLQJPDGHWR¿QG
outlets for their natural instincts (Tufts,
October 1995; Tabor, 1997).

Indoor/Outdoor Cats

And holistic veterinarians Dee Blanco
and Don Hamilton feel that most cats
FRQ¿QHG LQGRRUV ZLOO QRW DWWDLQ WKHLU
healthiest and happiest state. In their
practice, these veterinarians have noticed
an increase of urinary tract problems,
vomiting, and stress-related problems,
which can be attributed to the indooronly existence (Hamilton, 2010).

:KHQ FRQ¿QHG LQGRRUV ZLWKRXW DFFHVV
to stimulation and activity, some cats
VX̆HUIURPPHQWDOKHDOWKLVVXHVDVZHOO
as physical health issues. Some cats beFRPH RYHUZHLJKW DQG VX̆HU IURP KHDUW
disease, thyroid issues, and diabetes,
while other cats develop behavioral issues from anxiety and stress. Sadly,
Author Patricia Curtis makes a similar behavioral issues is a main reason why
note in her 1997 book, “The Indoor Cat:” caretakers relinquish cats to shelters;
that’s why it is so important to provide
7KLV LV QRW WR VD\ WKDW FRQ¿QHPHQW entertainment for indoor-only cats.
can create no problems at all. The
indoor cat of an uninformed and
negligent owner may be neurotic, extremely unhappy, and in poor health.
Some owners have unrealistic expectations of their cats; some are just Our position at Alley Cat Rescue is not
LQGL̆HUHQW ,W LV NQRZQ WKDW DPRQJ that everyone should open their doors
]RR DQLPDOV FRQ¿QHPHQW FDQ EH D and allow their cats out to roam around
powerful stress factor. A domestic outside! We do believe that many cats,
FDWFRQ¿QHGWRDKRXVHRUDSDUWPHQW especially if given a stimulating environwill, in certain circumstances, devel- ment, can live quite contentedly indoors,
op stress symptoms. It may tend to especially in areas where outdoor living
chew up houseplants when it craves is unsafe. For caretakers who want to
grass, sharpen its claws on furniture allow their cats outdoors, ACR strongly
for lack of tree bark, and climb the advises the use of specialized fencing
draperies or leap to the top shelf of GHVLJQHGIRUFRQ¿QLQJFDWVDQGZHSURa cabinet of breakable treasures to mote outdoor cat enclosures or catios.
achieve the lofty vantage point cats This way cats have a nice balance of indoor and outdoor living without risk.
enjoy.

Alley Cat Rescue’s
Position
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VCA Animal Hospitals reports that “in
general, cats will live healthier lives if
they are kept indoors, however, owners
will have to pay special attention to their
QHHGV VR WKH\ VWD\ KDSS\ DQG IXO¿OOHG´
They go on to say “outdoor cats are often
happier because they roam freely and are
able to hunt and get plenty of exercise”
(VCA, 2012).

ing, and eliminating. Appropriate toys
and activities are necessary to stimulate
them mentally in order to keep them
happy and to get the required amount of
daily exercise” (VCA, 2012).

INDOOR ISSUES

OUTDOOR ISSUES

The general message out there is that
outdoor cats only live for about two
years; however, as we discussed earlier,
the lifespan of an outdoor cat is comThey also state that: “Indoor living, parable to that of an indoor cat. And as
however, is not without potential prob- you can see in the ACR survey (which
lems. Although cats living inside are is printed in the back of the handbook),
OHVV D̆HFWHG E\ WUDXPD DQG LQIHFWLRXV neutered cats in colonies can live long,
GLVHDVHV LQGRRU FRQ¿QHPHQW FDQ OHDG healthy lives.
to behavioral problems. It is important
that indoor cats have plenty of resources There are pros and cons for both indoor
for perching, scratching, water drink- and outdoor environments:

• boredom can cause behavioral issues

• stray dogs can attack cats

• indoor cats can become overweight
due to lack of exercise

• diseases from other cats

• bored cats can become overly
dependent
• escape from home — accidents like
this happen when someone leaves a
door open; the indoor cat then has
no experience with the outdoors
• consuming poisons in the house
• eating poisonous house plants
• getting stuck in the washing machine
or dryer
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• eating poisoned rats (can happen to
indoor cats as well)
• fleas, ticks, worms
• traffic — some outdoor cats do
become “street wise,” but some cats
do get hit by cars
• coyotes can attack cats
• cats living outdoors can become lost
• become accidentally trapped in sheds
or vehicles
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Countless fencing products are available
today that make it safe and convenient
for cats to access the outdoors, yet still
UHPDLQFRQ¿QHG7KHUH¶VFDWIHQFLQJWKDW
connects to the top of an existing fence,
and there’s fencing systems that can be
installed for entire yards. You can buy
VHYHUDO GL̆HUHQW FDW HQFORVXUHV RU \RX
can build your own. Most porches and
patios can easily be enclosed by using
screen material. (Refer to the Helpful
Resources section for companies that
sell cat fencing.)

Indoor/Outdoor Cats

Whether a cat is secured in an enclosure
or she can freely roam, any cat who has
access to the outdoors should also have
access to a covered shelter, especially
during cold winter months. Even if a cat
comes in during the evening, it is still
a good idea to have an outdoor shelter
just in case she does not come inside
before you go to bed; some cats will insist on staying outside over night. (Refer
to “Winterizing Feral Cat Colonies” for
more information.)

Personal Account from Louise Holton
One day many years ago, a woman named Loretta called me from a rural area on
the Maryland/Pennsylvania border, where her and her husband owned a small farm.
They both enjoyed spending time with cats; however they were allergic to them.
The solution — they lent their barn space to a few feral cats!
After the last two cats died of old age, Loretta went to her local animal shelter and
asked to adopt a few feral cats or any cats with behavioral problems who were likely
to be euthanized, to live in her barn. Her offer was rejected. She was told quite
pointedly the shelter would rather euthanize the cats than allow her to take them to
be barn cats.
A few weeks later, Loretta read about Alley Cat Rescue needing barn homes for feral
cats and she called me. I took my disabled father with me for the four-hour journey
(along with four feral cats), and we spent a wonderful day with these two very good
people. They had a perfect setting for outdoor cats, complete with a large barn and
a large playpen/cage for the confinement period.
The couple spent a lot of time during the next three weeks talking to the cats and
getting to know them. They sent me weekly updates about the progress being
made! In fact, we became good friends and we are still in touch today. Loretta loves
sharing the latest stories about her barn cats!
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beds and couches because
they are too stressed from
EHLQJ FRQ¿QHG 7KHVH FDWV
are impossible to medicate
and trips to the veterinarLDQ DUH GL̇FXOW LI \RX DUH
even able to catch the cat.
This is no way for any animal to live. Not to mention,
with the sheer number of
feral cats living in colonies,
it would simply be impossiEOHWR¿QGHQRXJKKRPHVRU
sanctuaries for all of them.
Authorities must begin to
accept outdoor feral cats as
$&5GRHVKDYHGL̇FXOW\KRZHYHUZLWK part of the urban landscape, so the milaccepting policies that would rather eu- lions of volunteer feeders and caretakers
thanize feral cats than allow them to live can quickly and expediently sterilize the
a good life under responsible care in an feral cat population to help make them
outdoor home, and when policies do not healthier and safer. As policies progallow nonlethal control of feral cats on UHVVWRVXSSRUW715H̆RUWVIRURXWGRRU
the basis of “no-outdoor-cats.” One of cats, the needless killing of healthy cats
the major reasons that nonlethal control in our nation’s shelters will dramatically
of feral cat colonies is so contentious in be reduced, along with wasteful taxpayer
the U.S. is because of the prevailing atspending.
titudes towards outdoor cats. While the
public is embracing the outdoor life of
Yes, it can be dangerous living outdoors
IHUDO FDWV PRVW VKHOWHUV VWLOO ¿QG LW GLIand yes, some feral cats get hit by cars
¿FXOWWRDFFHSWany cats being outdoors,
or attacked by dogs or other animals; but
even feral cats.
to kill millions of feral cats, as many auFeral cats are not meant to live indoors. thorities advocate for, in order to “proThey are wild animals and they are al- tect” them from the possibility of experiready living in their home — outdoors. encing something bad — when so many
Most adult feral cats are very unhappy thousands of feral cats live in managed,
living in homes. Some do adjust and safe colonies for many years — is just too
become comfortable sharing space with extreme a measure to be ethically actheir caretaker(s); however, others will ceptable. The same thing could be said of
spend their entire lives hiding under you, your children, or any other animal.
Tiger and Squeezy enjoy their outdoor catio.
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Once she has settled in, you can gauge if
she seems interested in going outdoors.
Some cats are perfectly content with not
venturing outside and some are downULJKW WHUUL¿HG RI EHLQJ RXWGRRUV (LWKHU
way, it is much easier to go from an indoor to outdoor cat than to go from an
outdoor to indoor cat. Once cats have
KDGWKDW¿UVWWDVWHRIIUHHGRPLW¶VWRXJK
to convince them to go back inside. And
When it comes to deciding whether or always make sure cats who have access
not to allow a cat access to the outdoors, to the outdoors are up-to-date on all vacplease take some time to weigh all the cinations and parasite prevention, and
SURVDQGFRQV7KHEHQH¿WVRINHHSLQJD it’s a good idea to bring an outdoor cat
cat away from possible dangers outdoors indoors at night.
KDYH WR EH ZHLJKHG DJDLQVW WKH H̆HFWV
on a cat’s behavior. Obviously safety is a
main concern for any caretaker, but one
must also think about a cat’s natural behaviors. If a cat is kept strictly indoors, it
is imperative that the caretaker provide
adequate stimulation to help the cat express her energy and instinctual activities, so that she does not develop mental
and/or behavioral issues.
Any one of us could get hit by a bus or
sustain an injury simply by conducting
our daily routines, but that is not a reason to avoid venturing outdoors. And it
is certainly not a reason to advocate for
the killing of healthy, sentient beings.

Again, if one does choose to allow a cat
outdoors, there are countless fencing
and enclosure options available that permit cats the freedom of outdoor living
ZKLOHNHHSLQJWKHPVDIHO\FRQ¿QHG$QG
some cats, like dogs, enjoy taking walks
on a leash. It may take some practice and
coaxing, but with time (and treats) some
cats will get used to being outdoors while
on a leash.

Outside enclosures can give an indoor cat
safe exposure to the outdoors.

As for feral cats, they are already living
in their home. Whether they were born
to a feral mother cat or became lost or
abandoned, these cats are accustomed
to living outdoors and their natural,
wild instincts help them survive. Felines
Also, when adopting a new cat, it is al- have been living on this planet, as part
ZD\V EHVW WR NHHS KHU LQGRRUV DW ¿UVW of the landscape, for millions of years as
She will need time to get used to her new solitary hunters high on the food chain.
family, as well as her new surroundings. Feral cats have been found living in a
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Conclusion
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variety of climates and environments,
including some of the harshest places on
the planet.

to care for them. We created their current situation, so it is our responsibility
to ensure their populations are managed
in a humane manner. TNR not only reduces the number of cats by stopping the
breeding cycle, but it also improves the
cats’ health because dedicated caretakers
look after their safety.

Alley Cat Rescue

And even though feral cats are capable
of living without human support, as we
began domesticating cats thousands of
years ago, so, too, came the obligation

Indoor/Outdoor Cats

Atticus and Leo lived as porch cats for many years.
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