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Abstract

Trap-neuter-return (TNR) programs enjoy strong public support in the U.S. These programs 
have been shown to successfully increase live release rates and decrease euthanasia rates of 
cats in animal shelters. However, local laws can impede the implementation of TNR programs. 
In cooperation with St. Tammany Parish Department of Animal Services, this community 
case study describes the results of various programs and practices implemented to increase 
feline lifesaving despite restrictive ordinance provisions, as well as those associated with sub-
sequent ordinance revisions. The St. Tammany Parish Department of Animal Services pro-
vided detailed data for the period of January 2015 through December 2023 (e.g. intake, live 
outcomes, and euthanasia) and information regarding various programs and practices related 
to feline lifesaving. The data was then examined for general trends. In addition, St. Tammany 
Parish’s Ordinance No. 21-4618, which includes both the original provisions and revised pro-
visions, was examined for those likely to affect the shelter’s feline admissions and outcomes. 
The data suggests that the programs and practices implemented were associated with consid-
erable increases in live outcomes for cats (from 26.4 to 95.4%) and corresponding reductions in 
euthanasia rates (from 71.1 to 3.0%). The adoption of revised ordinance provisions to reduce 
barriers for community cat management was associated with relatively little change; how-
ever, these provisions were generally positive in nature, removing an apparent requirement to 
impound at-large cats and facilitating the operation of a community cat program (CCP). This 
community case study illustrates the potential for animal shelters to substantially improve 
feline lifesaving regardless of possible legal impediments.
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Heightened ethical considerations for animals have 
become increasingly apparent over the past few 
years, with animals seen as having intrinsic value 

and therefore requiring more humane treatment.1 This 
shift can be seen in the increasing number of animal shel-
ters that strive for improved lifesaving, as well as in the 
passing of legislative measures supporting such efforts.2,a,b,c 
In recent years, U.S. animal shelter data has demon-
strated that, generally speaking, live release rates (LRRs) 

a.  Byrne J. Chicago Aldermen Call for All Animal Shelters in City to 
Become No-Kill Facilities. Chicago Tribune. 2016. Accessed Jun 13, 2018. 
http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/politics/ct-no-kill-shelters-order-
met-20161117-story.html 
b.  Floccari J. No-Kill Resolution Passed for DeKalb County Animal Shelters. 
WXIA-TV. 2017. Accessed Jun 13, 2018. https://www.11alive.com/article/news/
local/no-kill-resolution-passed-for-dekalb-county-animal-shelters/85-491802611
c.  Landis K. Madison County Voters Might be Asked to Weigh in On No-Kill 
Policy for Animal Control. Belleville News-Democrat. 2018. Accessed Jun 
13, 2018. http://www.bnd.com/news/local/article212374204.html

have increased and euthanasia rates have decreased. One 
study of U.S. shelter data from 2016 to 2020 documented 
a decrease of 44% in the number of cats and dogs euth-
anized as share of animals admitted; during this same 
period, LRRs increased 20% as a share of admissions.3 
The desire for increased lifesaving is particularly evident 
in the evolving management practices for cats. For exam-
ple, a 2014 survey of U.S. residents revealed that 68% of 
respondents indicated a preference for trap-neuter-return 
(TNR) as a management practice, whereas only 24% 
chose impoundment (‘followed by lethal injection for any 
cats not adopted’).d Results of a similar survey, conducted 
3 years later, showed that 72% of respondents chose TNR 
while 18% selected impoundment/lethal injection.4 

d.  Orzechowski K. New Survey Reveals Widespread Support for 
Trap-​Neuter-Return. Faunalytics; 2015. Accessed Nov 20, 2023. 
https://faunalytics.org/new-survey-reveals-widespread-support-for-
trap-neuter-return/
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TNR involves the humane trapping of unowned, 
free-roaming ‘community’ cats, after which they are steril-
ized and, following recovery, returned to where they were 
trapped. Many programs also include vaccinations against 
the rabies virus and other diseases. TNR in the U.S. began 
largely as a community-based effort.5 However, in recent 
years, many animal shelters have integrated TNR into 
their programs, providing live outcomes for many cats 
who would have been euthanized previously.6–8 These pro-
grams, often called return-to-field (RTF) or shelter-neu-
ter-return (SNR), are essentially TNR for cats who are 
brought to the shelter as strays and meet certain quali-
fying criteria (e.g. over a certain age limit, no indication 
of ownership). For the purposes of the present study, we 
will use the generic term TNR to describe any of these 
variants.

Implemented with sufficient intensity, targeted TNR 
has been shown to stabilize and reduce free-roaming 
cat populations at a local level9–18 as well as reduce the 
number of cats admitted to, and euthanized at, animal 
shelters.6–8,19–21 A study of six municipal shelters that inte-
grated community-based and shelter-based TNR pro-
grams revealed median declines of 32% in feline intake 
and 83% in euthanasia over 3 years, accompanied by a 
median increase of 53% in LRR.6 A more recent study of 
integrated programs at another municipal shelter revealed 
a 43% decrease in feline intake and a 94% decrease in 
euthanasia over 8 years.8 Such results are a key factor in 
TNR being endorsed by the National Animal Care and 
Control Association,e and shelter-based TNR now being 
considered a ‘best practice’ for animal shelters.8

Despite this growing body of  research demonstrating 
the lifesaving benefits of  TNR, some communities are 
faced with legal barriers limiting, or prohibiting alto-
gether, its implementation. Among the most common 
are provisions of  local laws defining ownership of  ani-
mals, licensing requirements, at-large restrictions, nui-
sance provisions, and feeding bans.22,f Differing opinions 
about how to best manage free-roaming cats are reflected 
in policies created by local and (to a lesser degree) state 
governments, as well as in public opinion. Some legal 
objections have focused on potential environmental 
impacts.g,h Such potential barriers to TNR can obviously 

e.  NACA. Animal Control Intake of Free-Roaming Cats. National 
Animal Care and Control Association; 2021. Accessed Oct 26, 2021. 
https://www.nacanet.org/animal-control-intake-of-free-roaming-cats/.
f.  ABA. American Bar Association Tort Trial and Insurance Practice 
Section Report to the House of Delegates: Resolution 102B. American Bar 
Association; 2017. Accessed Nov 20, 2022. https://s3fs.bestfriends.org/
s3fs-public/102B_ABA_Reso_and_Report.pdf
g.  Larkin E. NY Agrees to Remove 23 Feral Cats from Jones Beach. 
Courthouse News Service. 2018. Accessed Aug 5, 2023. https://www.court-
housenews.com/ny-agrees-to-remove-23-feral-cats-from-jones-beach/
h.  Yoshino K. A Catfight Over Neutering Program. Los Angeles Times. 
2010. Accessed Sep 3, 2023. https://www.latimes.com/local/la-me-feral-
cats17-2010jan17-story.html 

have an adverse effect on an animal shelter’s lifesaving 
efforts.

A 2018 survey of  organizations involved with commu-
nity cats found that less than half  of  respondents (46.5%) 
worked under local laws explicitly allowing or endorsing 
TNR.23 Some national animal welfare organizations rec-
ommend that community members, shelters, and munic-
ipal leaders carefully examine their local laws in order 
to determine if  certain provisions might impede or even 
prohibit TNR.i,j Under certain local laws, for example, 
cats are subject to impoundment due to their stray or 
at-large status and are kept at the local animal shelter 
for the required holding period. Doing so puts these 
cats, as well as other cats in the shelter’s care, at greater 
risk of  euthanasia (e.g. due to disease transmission).24 In 
addition, cats can, and have been, deemed pests and/or 
invasive species, providing (in the minds of  some) justifi-
cation for euthanasia.22,k Feeding bans can also be a bar-
rier to TNR, as they impede trapping success9,25 and are 
likely to disincentivize TNR participation.26,l,m Given the 
severe consequences that stem from a cat’s legal status, it 
is important to consider the extent to which ordinance 
provisions might affect shelter operations and how a 
shelter might respond to such a situation.

This community case study examines feline lifesaving at 
the St. Tammany Parish Department of Animal Services 
(‘St. Tammany’) from January 2015 through December 
2023 (hereafter referred to as ‘the study period’). The pri-
mary objective of this study was to document the extent 
to which the shelter programs and practices affected feline 
lifesaving despite the presence of ordinance provisions 
limiting positive outcomes for cats.

Background
St. Tammany Parish is located in the state of Louisiana, 
northeast of New Orleans. Roughly 2,189 km2 in size 
(not including inland lakes), its population at the time of 

i.  BFAS. Community Cat Programs Handbook. Best Friends 
Animal Society; 2023. Accessed Dec 27, 2023. https://network.
bes t f r i ends.org /educat ion/manuals -handbooks-p laybooks /
community-cat-programs-handbook
j.  HSUS. Managing Community Cats: A Guide for Municipal Leaders. 
Humane Society of the United States; 2020. Accessed Dec 27, 2023. 
https://humanepro.org/sites/default/files/documents/CA_Community_
Cats_Guide_SinglePgs_LRez.pdf
k.  Walsh E. Advocacy Group Sues East Bay Parks Over Feral 
Cat Abatement Policy. PleasantonWeekly.com. 2021. Accessed 
Dec  28, 2023. https://www.pleasantonweekly.com/news/2021/07/25/
advocacy-group-sues-east-bay-parks-over-feral-cat-abatement-policy
l.  Gartrell N. Antioch Feral Cat Feeding Ban Proves Futile. The 
Mercury News. 2014. Accessed Dec 28, 2023. https://www.mercurynews.
com/2014/12/24/antioch-feral-cat-feeding-ban-proves-futile/
m.  Begnaud D, Czachor EM. Two Alabama Seniors, Convicted after 
Feeding Stray Cats, File Appeal and Prepare to Sue Their City. CBS 
News. 2022. Accessed Dec 28, 2023. https://www.cbsnews.com/news/ala-
bama-seniors-beverly-roberts-mary-alston-convicted-feeding-cats-file-
appeal-lawsuit/
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the 2020 census was 264,570.n The St. Tammany Parish 
Department of Animal Services is the only municipal ani-
mal shelter in the parish, providing sheltering and field 
services to all residents.

During the study period, St. Tammany experienced years 
of ordinance provisions limiting positive outcomes for 
cats. Free-roaming cats would, for example, be considered 
‘at large’ and therefore, by definition, a nuisance, thereby 
increasing the likelihood of impoundment. Following 
impoundment, the cats would be held for the required hold-
ing period of 5 days and made available for adoption. Cats 
were often euthanized if not adopted, deemed unadoptable 
upon intake, or if the shelter was lacking space. 

Since 2020, prompted largely by public outcry, the shel-
ter has implemented a number of programs and practices 
aimed at providing more live outcomes for all cats while 
still complying with the law. These included transfers, 
Wait ‘til 8, managed intake, volunteer recruitment, field 
services and the improvement of their TNR program, 
which was implemented on a small scale the prior year 
(see Table 1 for details).

In July 2021, the Council of St. Tammany Parish revised 
several ordinance provisions, with the intent to ‘reduce the 
population of free-roaming cats, reduce annoyance caused 
to some people by feral or community cats, [and] positively 
affect the health and welfare of feral and community cats’ 
(see Appendix A for additional details). These modifica-
tions clarified for St. Tammany the legality of returning cats 
to their original location after sterilization, vaccination, 
and ear-tipping. In addition, the new ordinance exempted 
cats from being impounded for being at large and allowed 
the shelter to either return a cat or make them available for 
adoption following the mandatory 5-day holding period. 

Methods

Ordinance provisions
Municode Library (library.municode.com), a publicly 
accessible electronic database, was used to conduct a 
search of St. Tammany Parish’s Code of Ordinances for 
both the original provisions (i.e. those in place during 
most of the study period, dated 2016) and revised provi-
sions, which were adopted on June 3, 2021. A summary of 
Ordinance No. 21-4618 provisions most relevant to com-
munity cat management, which exhibits the TNR-friendly 
revisions along with the original provisions, is included as 
Appendix A. For the purposes of the present study, provi-
sions were deemed restrictive if  they encouraged or man-
dated the intake and/or euthanasia of healthy cats. Intake 
was considered important due to the corresponding 

n.  n.a. U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts: St. Tammany Parish, Louisiana; 
United States. U.S. Census Bureau; 2021. Accessed Dec 28, 2023. https://
www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/sttammanyparishlouisiana,US/
LFE046222

possibility and, in many cases, likelihood of cats admitted 
to the shelter being euthanized.

Data collection
St. Tammany records data as animals enter and leave 
the shelter using Chameleon (HLP, Inc.), software 
designed specifically for animal shelters. This data 
is then typically compiled using Excel (Microsoft 
Corporation), facilitating its use for internal tracking 
(e.g. shelter capacity) and reporting to Parish offi-
cials. Shelter staff  provided intake and outcome data 
for the period of  January 2015 through December 
2023. For this study, only data for cats and kittens was 
considered. Intake sub-categories include owner-sur-
rendered, returns, stray, TNR, and ‘other’ (i.e. cats/
kittens confiscated, born at the shelter, or otherwise 
unaccounted for in intake sub-categories). Outcome 
sub-categories were divided into live and non-live. Live 
outcome sub-categories include adoption, return to 
owner (RTO), transfer out, TNR, and ‘other’ (i.e. cats/
kittens listed as missing or relocated). Non-live out-
come sub-categories include died in care, euthanasia, 
and ‘other’ (i.e. deceased cats/kittens brought to the 
shelter for disposal). In addition, St. Tammany repre-
sentatives summarized information about the cat-re-
lated programs and practices in place during the study 
period (Table 1). 

Data analysis
Data for key intake and outcome sub-categories (e.g. stray 
intake, adoptions) were compiled for each year of the 
study period. LRRs were calculated by dividing live out-
comes by the number of cats admitted during a particular 
year.o Euthanasia rates were calculated by dividing eutha-
nasia outcomes by total outcomes. Linear regression was 
used to evaluate intake categories over time; t-tests were 
used to compare live and non-live outcomes, LRRs, and 
euthanasia rates during the years before (2015–2019) and 
after (2020–2023) the implementation of the lifesaving 
programs and practices. All statistical analysis was con-
ducted in Excel (Microsoft Corporation, version 16.87).

Over the course of the study period, St. Tammany 
implemented, with varying intensity, multiple programs 
aimed specifically at increasing live outcomes for com-
munity cats. The available data documented admissions 
and outcomes at the population level, as is common with 
shelter records. As a result, specific outcomes could not 
be traced to specific admissions. It is likely that some cats 
brought to St. Tammany’s clinic for TNR, for example, 
were routed to the adoption floor. This was also done with 

o.  ASPCA. What is Your Rate? Understanding the Asilomar Live Release 
Rate, ASPCA Live Release Rate and Save Rate. 2011. Accessed Jan 14, 
2018. http://www.aspcapro.org/sites/pro/files/What%20is%20your%20
Rate%2010_2013.pdf
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some cats admitted as part of the shelter’s expanded TNR 
program (Table 1). For this reason, we have combined all 
TNR-related intake data into one category (i.e. TNR) 
and all TNR-related outcome data into one category (i.e. 
TNR). Although doing so sacrifices some granular anal-
ysis (e.g. outcomes related to cats brought to the shelter 
by the public versus those picked up by the shelter’s field 
services staff), the analysis presented here (i.e. trends in 
feline admissions and outcomes) is largely unaffected. 
For example, subtracting all TNR-related admissions 
from the number of total admissions and total live out-
comes—representing the most extreme adjustment possi-
ble—decreases the LRR by 1.7–3.9 percentage points for 
2021–2023. 

Results

Feline admissions and outcomes
Although the number of  cats admitted to the shelter 
decreased considerably during 2020 and 2021, when 
pandemic-related restrictions limited shelter admis-
sions (Fig. 1), linear regression analysis revealed 
no significant difference over the study period (P  = 
0.86). Live outcomes increased considerably over 
this period, from 483 in 2015 to 1,793 in 2023, with a 
particularly substantial increase from 791 in 2020 to 
1,636 in 2021. Live outcomes during the years after the 
implementation of  the programs and practices (2020–
2023) were significantly greater than those during the 

Table 1.  Synopsis of St. Tammany’s cat-related programs and practices from January 2015 through December 2023

Date implemented or 
modified

Programs and practices Description

2015–2018 None Stray cats were often impounded, resulting in non-live outcomes (e.g. due to ‘lack of space’ 
or lack of socialization).

2019 TNR (community-based) Initial implementation of TNR, in which trappers (unaffiliated with St. Tammany) brought 
cats to the shelter to be altered.

2020 TNR (community-based)

Transfers

Wait ‘til 8

Managed intake

Volunteer recruitment

Field services

Trappers could arrange to bring trapped cats to St. Tammany to be altered.

The shelter worked with local and out of state rescue groups in transferring animals out.

Program to encourage members of the community who find kittens under 8 weeks of age 
to care for them until they reach such age and can be brought to the shelter for adoption. 

Admission was scheduled based on the shelter’s capacity for care, ensuring the best and 
most appropriate outcome for each animal admitted. 

Volunteers worked with animals exhibiting behavioral issues; foster caregivers could bring 
neonates into their homes to monitor them more closely than the shelter could.

Increased opportunity to return animals to their owners rather than impoundment by 
default. 

June 2021 TNR (community-based, 
expanded)

Expanded TNR (shelter-based)

Members of the public brought cats to the shelter to be altered and returned as soon as 
possible. One day per week rescue groups could bring in cats for TNR (if trapped in St. 
Tammany Parish).

‘Stray’ cats were no longer impounded other than to be spayed/neutered, vaccinated, and 
returned to where they were found (in accordance with the revised ordinance.)

Fig. 1.  Annual feline intake, live outcomes, and non-live outcomes from January 2015 through December 2023.
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period beforehand (2015–2019; t(3) = −3.89, P = 0.03). 
Meanwhile, non-live outcomes decreased considerably 
from 1,388 in 2015 to 153 in 2023, with a substantial 
decrease from 1,419 in 2019 to 332 in 2020. Non-live 
outcomes during the years after the implementation 
of  the programs and practices (2020–2023) were sig-
nificantly less than those during the period beforehand 
(2015–2019; t(7) = 16.81, P < 0.001).

These changes to live and non-live outcomes resulted 
in corresponding increases in LRR (from 26.4 to 95.4%) 
and decreases in euthanasia rates (from 71.1 to 3.0%) over 
the same period (Fig. 2). LRR was significantly higher 
following the implementation of the programs and prac-
tices (t(7) = −22.39, P < 0.001), while the euthanasia rate 
was significantly lower (t(7) = −8.11, P < 0.001). A detailed 
summary of annual intakes and outcomes is provided in 
Supplementary Table S1.

Increases in live outcomes were observed across all 
sub-categories. Of particular note were live outcomes via 
transfers (typically to rescue groups), with no more than 
65 cats transferred out annually during the first 3 years 
of the study period, compared to 304–446 during each of 
the final 4 years. Live outcomes via TNR, which began 
in 2019 with just 28 cats, exceeded 800 cats in each of the 
final 2 years of the study period (Fig. 3).

The greatest decrease in non-live outcomes was 
observed in the number of cats euthanized, from 1,299 in 
2015 to 56 in 2023 (Fig. 4).

Considerable decreases in the number of cats eutha-
nized annually were observed across all sub-categories. 
Of particular note was the decrease in cats euthanized for 
medical reasons, from nearly 750 in 2015 and nearly 850 
in 2016, to no more than 55 in each of the final 3 years 
of the study period (Fig. 5). Upper respiratory infection 

Fig. 2.  Annual LRRs and euthanasia rates from January 2015 through December 2023.

Fig. 3.  Feline live outcomes by sub-category, from January 2015 through December 2023. Note: The sub-category ‘other’ (i.e. 
cats/kittens listed as missing or relocated), which accounted for no more than 11 cats/kittens in any year, has been omitted to 
improve clarity.
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(URI) made up a considerable share of medical eutha-
nasia, accounting for 333 cats and kittens in 2017, 370 in 
2018, and 512 in 2019 (data not shown). By contrast, URI 
euthanasia accounted for just 14 cats and kittens in 2020. 
Since then, the number dropped to zero as the shelter fully 
adopted a process to isolate and treat URI cases.

Discussion
The primary objective of  this retrospective case study 
was to document the extent to which the programs and 
practices implemented by St. Tammany affected feline 
lifesaving despite the presence of  ordinance provisions 
limiting positive outcomes for cats (e.g. an apparent 
requirement to impound cats found at large). To do so, 
we examined feline admission and outcome data over 9 
years, from January 2015 through December 2023. Live 
outcomes increased considerably following the shelter’s 
implementation of  several programs and practices aimed 
at improving feline lifesaving within the constraints of 

restrictive ordinance provisions (Fig. 1). That same year, 
a corresponding decrease in non-live outcomes was 
observed (Fig. 3), and no cats or kittens have been euth-
anized for space, time (Fig. 5), or age (data not shown) 
since 2020. 

Impact of programs and practices
St. Tammany’s data demonstrated an overall trend of 
increasing LRR (from 26.4 to 95.4%) and reductions 
in euthanasia rates (from 71.1 to 3.0%) over the study 
period. The available data does not allow us to identify 
specific causal links, in part because of the inherently 
uneven nature of most program and practice implemen-
tation, which typically ramps up relatively slowly and 
varies in intensity (e.g. depending on season and/or avail-
able resources). Launching a Wait ‘til 8 program (Table 1) 
during the winter months, for example, poses fewer chal-
lenges than launching the same program during late 
spring, well into kitten season.

Fig. 4.  Feline non-live outcomes by sub-category, from January 2015 through December 2023. Other non-live outcomes included 
deceased cats/kittens brought to the shelter for disposal.

Fig. 5.  Feline euthanasia by sub-category, from January 2015 through December 2023.
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In addition, it is possible that other factors might help 
explain these temporal trends in lifesaving. Reducing 
shelter admissions could, for example, increase LRR 
without increasing live outcomes. However, except for 
2020 (due to pandemic-related restrictions on all shelter 
admissions), feline intake remained relatively constant 
over the study period (Fig. 1). Steady feline admission 
rates suggest that TNR efforts were not targeted geo-
graphically and/or undertaken with sufficient intensity27 
to produce the reductions in shelter admissions observed 
elsewhere.6–8,19–21 Rather than reducing overall feline 
admissions, the programs and practices implemented by 
St. Tammany seem to have increased the proportion of 
certain sub-categories while decreasing the proportion of 
others. For example, the heightened recruitment of volun-
teers to assist in working with cats with behavioral issues 
could play a role in reducing the number of cats returned 
by adopters, whereas their managed intake program likely 
prevented some owner-relinquished intakes. 

The evidence suggests that St. Tammany’s considerable 
increase in LRRs (Fig. 2) must be attributed to one or 
more factors other than a reduction in shelter admissions. 
The shelter’s Wait ‘til 8 program (Table 1) was unlikely 
to affect admission rates considerably, as it only delays 
the age of the kittens being admitted into the shelter. 
However, such programs do provide certain benefits to 
shelters.p One such benefit is that the neonatal kittens in 
this program are taken in by a foster family and provided 
with care and closer monitoring than shelters can typi-
cally allocate. This likely contributed to the considerable 
decrease in non-live outcomes (Fig. 5) and of kittens in 
particular (Supplementary Table S1). Another contribut-
ing factor is St. Tammany’s expanded transfer program. 
Moving animals out of a receiving shelter that is at (or 

p.  ACA. Wait Until 8® Protocol and FAQ. Alley Cat Allies. Accessed Dec 
28, 2023. https://www.alleycat.org/resources/wait-until-8-protocol-and-faq/

exceeding) capacity into rescue groups, or other shelters, 
has been shown to improve live outcomes.2,28,29

Adding to the evidence that the shelter’s programs 
and practices likely led to improved lifesaving are the 
mechanisms involved. Transfers out, for example, which 
increased by an order of magnitude over the study period, 
are an obvious way to increase LRR while intake remains 
largely unchanged. Similarly, cats sterilized, vaccinated, 
and returned as part of a shelter’s TNR program increase 
LRR, as has been demonstrated in previous studies.6–8,19–21 
St. Tammany’s TNR program began very modestly in 
2019, with just 22 cats; since 2021, however, TNR admis-
sions account for roughly 500 shelter admissions annually 
(Fig. 6).

Impact of ordinance changes
It is curious to note that the most dramatic improve-
ments in feline lifesaving occurred prior to the ordi-
nance changes in June 2021. Between 2019 and 2020, St. 
Tammany’s LRR more than doubled, from 31.6 to 84.8%; 
between 2020 and 2021, the LRR increased much more 
gradually, to 89.9%. At first glance, this might suggest that 
the ordinance changes had little impact on the shelter’s 
feline lifesaving. Indeed, the greatest gains were achieved 
with the restrictive provisions still in place, with a LRR 
of 32% increasing to 85% in just 1 year and a euthanasia 
rate of 51% decreasing to 2% in 2 years. However, it is 
likely that the ordinance revision explicitly allowing com-
munity cats to be sterilized and returned (Sec. 10-649) was 
instrumental to increasing live outcomes, as there was no 
significant change in the number of cats admitted to the 
shelter as strays over the study period (P = 0.22, Fig. 6). 
Moreover, these gains were the result of programs and 
practices implemented at the discretion of shelter leader-
ship; there was no guarantee that the same lifesaving mea-
sures would be continued in the future should there be 
a change in shelter leadership. Research has shown that 

Fig. 6.  Feline admissions by sub-category, from January 2015 through December 2023.
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public administrators ‘who believe that they enjoy higher 
levels of discretion are more likely to assume the role of 
steward of public interest’.30 The ordinance revisions are 
important in that they provide a backstop of sorts, likely 
preserving some of the gains made prior to their approval 
should future shelter leaders choose to apply administra-
tive discretion differently. 

The ordinance revisions approved by St. Tammany 
Parish set out not only to reduce the community cat popu-
lation but to also curb nuisance issues for the community. 
Along with the infeasibility of eradication and the inef-
fectiveness of euthanasia as a population management 
tool,26 such goals have increasingly been the reason behind 
the implementation of TNR programs.4 These programs 
have been endorsed by the American Bar Association, 
which encourages legislative bodies to adopt policies that 
enable organizations to implement ‘effective, efficient and 
humane management’ of community cats.q As laws and 
policies related to community cats are revised, it is also 
necessary to consider the impacts that irregularities (e.g. 
leash laws in one community but not in a neighboring 
community) may have on animal shelter operations, spe-
cifically for those shelters that serve multiple jurisdictions, 
as such irregularities may hinder enforcement of animal 
welfare and sheltering laws.31

Ordinance provisions vary considerably across munici-
palities, and many include restrictive provisions similar to 
those in place in St. Tammany Parish prior to 2021. Data 
collected over the 9-year study period documented here 
suggests that considerable improvements in feline lifesav-
ing are possible despite legal impediments. 

The benefits of increased bandwidth
In July 2021, St. Tammany Parish’s Code of Ordinances 
was revised to better manage and provide more live out-
comes for community cats. As a result, St. Tammany’s 
intake of community cats was limited to those for whom 
they could likely provide live outcomes, as opposed to the 
communitywide impoundment of cats at large that had 
been common for years prior. St. Tammany reported that 
this change, in addition to the programs and practices 
implemented earlier, allowed for the redistribution of 
resources to care for animals that may not have received 
care otherwise. Such a finding has also been observed in 
other shelters, where resources could be reallocated to 
animals that may be sick or euthanized under ‘normal’ 
conditions. Wait ‘til 8 programs, for example, have been 
shown to reduce kitten euthanasia and may even result 
in a decrease in shelter admissions.r Indeed, after imple-

q.  ABA. American Bar Association Tort Trial and Insurance Practice 
Section Report to the House of Delegates: Resolution 102B. American Bar 
Association; 2017. Accessed Nov 20, 2022. https://s3fs.bestfriends.org/
s3fs-public/102B_ABA_Reso_and_Report.pdf
r.  ACA. Wait Until 8® Protocol and FAQ. Alley Cat Allies. Accessed Dec 
28, 2023. https://www.alleycat.org/resources/wait-until-8-protocol-and-faq/

menting a Wait ‘til 8 program, St. Tammany’s kitten 
euthanasia numbers for medical reasons declined consis-
tently (Supplementary Table S1) and euthanasia due to 
their young age alone ceased (data not shown). 

Finally, the programs and practices implemented by St. 
Tammany required the shelter to engage with the com-
munity, often on a personal level, to build trusting rela-
tionships. In offering such community- and shelter-based 
programs to assist with community cats, St. Tammany 
was able to successfully expand their lifesaving capabili-
ties. These results are comparable to those demonstrated 
elsewhere,6–8,19–21 suggesting that animal shelters struggling 
with community cat management consider the implemen-
tation of similar programs and practices.

Limitations
This study has several limitations. As noted previously, 
the available data documented admissions and outcomes 
at the population level rather than for specific animals 
(as is common with shelter records). As a result, specific 
outcomes could not be traced to specific admissions. It 
is likely that some cats brought to St. Tammany’s clinic 
for TNR, for example, were routed to the adoption floor. 
This was also done with some cats admitted as part of 
the shelter’s expanded TNR program. By combining all 
TNR-related intake data into one category and all TNR-
related outcome data into another category, some level 
of detail was lost. However, the analysis presented here 
(i.e. trends in feline admissions and outcomes) was largely 
unaffected.

Another potential limitation involves the recording and 
compiling of shelter data, all of which is self-reported 
and therefore subject to possible errors. Nevertheless, this 
data is assumed to be as accurate as can be reasonably 
expected. In addition, the relatively large datasets used for 
the present analysis offer some ‘protection’ against such 
errors having a large effect on the results. Unfortunately, 
the advantages of large datasets do not necessarily apply 
to summary data tabulated by year; our statistical analy-
ses were hampered by small sample sizes (i.e. just 4 years 
before and 3 years after implementation of programs and 
practices).

And finally, it is important to note that, because the 
data used here reflects programs implemented with differ-
ent, often uneven levels of intensity, year-to-year compar-
isons should be interpreted with caution. This is especially 
true for comparisons to 2020, when pandemic-related 
restrictions limited shelter admissions. 

Conclusion
This community case study set out to determine the 
extent to which programs and practices affected feline 
lifesaving despite legal restrictions and, later, in conjunc-
tion with revised ordinance provisions. Results revealed 
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that the programs and practices positively influenced St. 
Tammany’s feline lifesaving. This case study illustrates 
the potential for animal shelters to substantially improve 
feline lifesaving regardless of possible legal barriers.
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Appendix A.  Summary of ordinance provisions most relevant to the shelter’s handling of community cats

St. Tammany Parish Code of Ordinances

(Chapter 10, Article IV Animal Control and Welfare)

Original ordinance

(relevant to the January 2015–May 2021 portion of study 
period)

Revised ordinance

(relevant to the June 2021–December 2023 portion 
of study period)

Sec. 10-642. Definitions

At Large An animal shall be deemed to be at large when: (1) The 
animal is off the premises of its owner or keeper and not 
under the immediate control of a responsible person; or 
(2) The animal is left unattended while outdoors and upon 
unenclosed land. 

A cat shall be considered at large if it is not within 
the confines of its owner’s home, cat yard, primary 
enclosure, on a leash longer than six (6) feet, or in 
the owner’s physical possession.

Community Cat N/A Community cat means [a]ny altered or unaltered cat, 
having been found to be at large and lacking identifying 
information for an owner/keeper and may or may not 
be feral. Community cats shall be distinguished from 
other cats by being sterilized, vaccinated against rabies, 
microchipped, and ear tipped. Qualified community 
cats shall be exempt from licensing, stray and at-large 
provisions of this title, and may be exempt from other 
provision of this title as they pertain to owned animals.

Sec. 10-646. Public Nuisance 

(3) Animals at Large No person shall suffer or permit any animal in his pos-
session, or kept by him about his premises, to run loose, 
free or at-large on any street, sidewalk, alleyway, highway, 
common or public square, or upon any unenclosed land, 
or trespass upon any enclosed or unenclosed lands of 
another. The term ‘running loose, free or at large’ means not 
under the immediate control of a competent person and 
restrained by a substantial chain or leash…

No community cat shall be declared a nuisance solely 
for running at-large.

Sec. 10-647. Animals at large; leash law

(2) Seizure and Impoundment Any… animal control officer shall seize any animal found 
to be at large. Any such animal may be turned over to the 
parish department of animal services. Animals found at 
large by the department of animal services may be seized 
and impounded; or as an alternative, the animal may be 
seized and returned to the owner or keeper…

The provisions of this subsection shall not apply to 
community cats.

Sec. 10-649. Policies and procedures; adoptions; animals in the custody of the department of animal services.

(b) Animals brought to the 
department of animal services 
(DAS). (2) Found at large.

c. If the animal is not claimed… within the applicable time 
set forth above… the animal will immediately be put up 
for adoption…. However, if the animal is deemed not to be 
adoptable, or the animal is terminally ill or severely injured 
when brought in, the animal may be euthanized.

The stray hold period for cats is three days… At 
the end of the 3 day stray hold period, a cat can be 
put up for adoption or treated as a Community Cat. 
Community cats are not subject to a stray hold and 
may be sterilized, ear tipped, microchipped, rabies 
vaccinated and returned to their outdoor home on a 
time frame acceptable to the department.

Sec. 10-669. Community Cat Management.

N/A [If certain requirements are met] the community cat 
is exempted from licensing, stray, at-large, and other 
provisions of this title that apply to owned animals. 
In no event shall a community cat be exempted from 
the nuisance provisions of this chapter. However, a 
community cat shall not be deemed a nuisance solely 
for running at large.

2(e) Any person may file a complaint with Animal 
Services stipulating the specific community cat.

2(f) Nothing in this Article shall prevent Animal Services 
from picking up, receiving, or impounding. a community 
cat for necessary medical treatment, and then releasing 
the cat when deemed medically appropriate by Animal 
Services or the Animal Services Veterinarian.
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