Feral Cat Control on Little Cayman

Report on operations 17" January to 3" February, 2023

Executive Summary

Context

This was the second session of feral cat removal on Little Cayman after the conclusion of legal conflict
with Humane Society and Feline Friends in 2022. The first session was conducted over one week in June
2022, and is reported on separately.

Between these two sessions DoE met extensively with representatives of the Holdsworth Robinson
Conservation Trust (Australia) who visited the Cayman Islands in December 2022 while preparing a
feasibility study on the potential to eradicate feral cats from Little Cayman. Our trapping methods were
significantly adapted for the January-February 2023 session, based both on experiences from the first
session and extensive learning from these visiting experts.

Setup Phase

During 17™-19%" January 2023 a team of three staff from the Department of Environment’s Terrestrial
Resources Unit (TRU) constructed 20 wooden platforms 4ftX10”, and placed them on inverted plastic 5-
gal buckets at trapping locations initially in the western areas of Little Cayman. Traps were placed on
these platforms in order to remove them from reach of crabs. The platforms extended approximately 1
foot in front of the trap opening, providing an unconstrained open area for a cat to jump up and inspect
the trap opening.

Burlap sacking was cut to create a strip that covered the floor of the cage including the trigger plate, and
extended on to the platform in front of the trap. A second piece of burlap was used to shroud the
exterior roof and sides of the trap.

Traps were prepared ready to open on the night of 20" February.

An area for veterinary operations was set up on government land where the DoE Little Cayman Research
Centre is located.

Companion Cat registrations

All registered owners of domestic companion cats were advised of the resumption of control operations
and urged to keep their cats indoors. Notices were posted in public places and on social media to the
same effect, and advising the public that registration of pets remained open.



Four new domestic companion cats were registered. Four were reported as having died or departed
Little Cayman, one was reported as having gone feral, and one un-spayed female was euthanized at the
request of its owner.

There total number of companion cats registered in Little Cayman now stands at 30, slightly reduced
from June 2022.

Operations

Dr Larry Caven DVM joined the TRU team on 20™" January, under an unsalaried service contract with
DoE. Dr. Caven worked with TRU’s Simone Williams throughout the two weeks of trapping. Two trapping
teams each of two DoE staff worked the first and second weeks respectively: TRU’s Jane Haakonsson
and Vaughn Bodden for week one, TRU’s Frederic Burton and Conservation Officer Joseph Anglin for
week two.

Traps were set at dusk, starting while there was still light but after the activity period for rock iguanas.
Traps were then visited on trap runs commencing 9pm, and midnight. Traps were closed starting at
dawn the following morning.

Three baits were used: breaded fried chicken wings, suspended with a wire hook from the trap roof;
sardines in oil, offered in small metal cans at the back of the trap; and cat urine presented in various
experimental structures to serve as a scent lure. Cat urine was collected from feral cats after
euthanizing, and used in traps remote from the trapping location of the donor cat.

Trapping results

The team trapped a total of 47 cats in 14 nights of trapping. Of these, six were registered domestic cats,
which were returned to their owners. A total of 41 feral cats were euthanized.

Of these 41 feral cats, 27 (65.8%) were males. The male capture bias was also high (71%) in the previous
trapping session.

Thirty two feral cats were adults of one year or older. The average age of these adult cats was 1.9 years,
with the oldest estimated to be at least six years old. Two feral cats were in the age range 6 months to 1
year. Nine feral kittens were trapped at ages ranging from 1-4 months.

The overall trap rate was variable over the 14 nights of trapping. However, the traps were moved
throughout the 14 nights, particularly after trap night 8 where traps were moved from the west to the
east of the island. The traps also had various combinations of design (raised vs. not raised, large vs. small
trap door sizes, outside covered in burlap vs. not, burlap plate covering vs. not) and we rotated through
bait types (fried chicken, sardines in oil, and cat scents) at individual traps each night. Our current
sample size is too small to analyze which of these factors influence our trap success the most but it is
likely that all of these factors, including others such as weather, contributed to the variability in trap
rates over the 14 night session. We did find that rotating baits at a single trap would increase that trap’s
catch rate. For example, a trap baited with chicken around the hangar was not active for several nights
but once cat scent was used as a lure it captured a male cat the same night. This highlights the
importance of rotating between different food baits and cat scent to attract cats.



Number of cats caught per trap night (y-axis) each day (x-axis)
(all locations)

0.35
0.3
0.25
0.2
0.15
0.1

0.05 I I I

. I [ [ [ ]
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

The main non-target species captured in traps this effort were rodents, specifically the Black rats (Rattus
rattus), of which three individuals were caught. One hermit crab was captured in a trap on the ground.
No land crabs were captured. Five instances of bait taken by ants were recorded but these were in traps
that were not treated around their base with insecticide.

Veterinary results

A total of 47 cats were trapped. Of these, six were identified as registered pets and were returned to
their owners. One of these registered pets was trapped some seven miles from its owner’s residence. A
second one returned to its owner had reverted to feral behavior and did not remain at home: the owner
requested that the registration for that individual be cancelled.

Un-owned (i.e. feral) cats were almost all fertile and without microchips. One microchipped, but fertile
male was trapped, with no identifiable owner. Four feral individuals that had been de-sexed had
notched ears, some with and others without microchips. All unowned (feral) cats were euthanized.

Examination & Necropsy Results

During the trapping session, 41 cats were euthanized, examined and necropsied by Dr. Larry Caven
DVM. The digestive tracts were opened and the contents examined (Figure 1). There was a high mature
parasite load found in the majority of cats (69% (18/26) from the Village, 100% (4/4) from the Dump,
82% (9/11) from Rural/Low Den. Res.). Only nine cats had no visible signs of mature intestinal parasites.
Further microscopic investigation or fecal floatation analysis to determine the presences of parasitic egg



or larvae was not possible due to lack of laboratory facilities. Despite these limitations, the parasites
seen persisting in the intestinal tracts of 78% of the feral cats caught, were mature tapeworm
(Dipylidium or Taenia), roundworms (Toxocara spp.) and whipworms (Trichuris spp).
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Figure 1: The presence of various materials in the digestive tract (stomach, upper and lower intestines) of 41 feral cats
euthanized in Little Cayman during control effort from January and February 2023. The areas trapped were grouped into three
main areas: the Village, which is composed of higher density residential areas, resorts, airport and the Booby Pond nature
reserve; the Dump, which has the island’s landfill, Department of Environmental Health (sanitation building) and power
generator station; and Rural/Low Density Residential areas, which is composed of private homes and vacation rentals, Central
Caribbean Marine Institute, and roads through undeveloped land.
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Figure 2: The percentages of trash, animal remains from predation, commercial cat food and other foreign substances found in
the guts of feral cats euthanized during the Little Cayman Feral Cat Control effort from January and February 2023.

Cats trapped in the Village were in areas with relatively high human activity (such as the airport, hangar,
resorts and residences, urban beach area and the Booby Pond Nature Reserve). There were a total 26
cats caught in these areas, of which eleven were females and fifteen were males. They had an age range
from two months to four years. External injuries included open fight wounds, scars, skin irritations,
trauma to the eyes and damaged teeth. The necropsy revealed that the cats had mature tapeworms
and round worms, ate plant material, ingested garbage, such as paper, plastic, and other foreign
substances (Figure 1). Additionally, there was digested commercial cat food from possible feeding
stations from the residences (Figure 2). Despite having been fed commercial cat food there were two
cats also with rat, bird and reptile remains (Figure 1&2). In total there were eight cats with animal
remains, however the majority of cats relied on trash as part of their diet (Figure 2). The intestinal
contents of cats from Village suggests that these cats relied on human garbage, free feeding stations,
and other wildlife for sustenance.

The Little Cayman Dump had three male cats and one female cat caught, which ranged in age from 1 to
3 years. External injuries were seen on all four cats, where two had damaged teeth, wounds on skin
and coat from running on glass or sharp metals, and one had an active ear infection from mites, where
its ears were torn from excessive scratching. Internal inspection of gut contents showed mature
tapeworms and roundworms in all cats (Figure 1). The presence of plant material, plastic, other foreign
substances and other matter was found in the gut of one cat. Three cats had the presence of paper.
Animal remains from a rat, birds and reptiles were present in two separate cats (Figure 1&2). The
overall cat gut contents lacked commercial cat food, reflected behavior of cats scavenging on waste
materials, and indicated predation of wildlife present in the dump area (Figure 2). The health profile for
these cats showed high parasite loads and poor body quality from malnutrition.

Traps placed in Rural and Low Residential Areas, consisted of coastal areas near the roadsides and
private beach rental properties. In this area there are known two known feral cat feeding station, where
many cats are seen along the beach and road. Eleven cats were trapped along this line (7 males, 2




neutered males and 2 spayed females), which ranged in ages from 1 to 5 years and were in fair to severe
condition upon external exam. The oldest male had missing and rotten teeth, conjunctivitis and despite
being ear notched and microchipped, was intact and fertile. The spayed females had evidence of
birthing kittens before being spayed, some being microchipped and all with an ear notch. Other visible
injuries included an amputated tail, missing teeth and many visible scars from fights and old bite
wounds. These microchipped cats were not registered to any owner and were deemed abandoned and
feral. Macro analysis of the gut contents showed the presence of mature tapeworms, birds, reptiles,
fish, household table scraps and other matter (Figures 1 & 2). The cats in the Rural/Low Density
Residential areas had the lowest percentage for ingestion of trash and commercial cat food, despite the
feeding stations, and had higher percentages of predated animals present in the gut (Figure 2).

These exams and necropsy analysis highlight the dietary composition and health of feral cats in Little
Cayman. It is evident that the native species are a consistent part of the feral cat diet. The parasite
prevalence, signs of disease, malnutrition and body condition are all signs of poor health. Common
diseases such as Feline Immunodeficiency Virus (FIV), Feline Leukemia Virus (FelV), Heartworm,
Diabetes, Cancer, Kidney disease, Flea-born typhus, Ringworm, Toxoplasmosis, etc., were not diagnosed
due to absence of laboratory facilities. However, these ailments are commonly seen in cats and present
a health risk to both pet cats and humans. With regular veterinary care and annual vaccinations many of
these diseases are preventable. However, feral cats do not receive veterinary care and are a source of
disease prevalence and a possible public health risk for zoonotic diseases.

Discussion

A salient finding during this session was that raising traps on platforms eliminated crab interference
completely. Use of an odorless pyrethroid insecticide on the bucket bases also eliminated interference
from ants on traps to which it was applied.

With these two key problems resolved, it became very rare to find a raised trap not still active with
attractive bait after operating throughout the night (unless a cat was trapped in it). We also had no
cases where multiple cats were caught at the same site in the same night between checks.

These findings indicate that if we transition to raised traps completely, checking the traps between
setting and closing becomes redundant at best, and perhaps unadvisable since repeated visits could
sometimes deter a cat from approaching a trap. We therefore propose to operate all traps on raised
platforms in the future, and to eliminate nocturnal trap checking. This should enable a larger number of
traps to be managed with a slightly smaller team size.

From a humane point of view, a cat in a trap on location all night is in the same state as if it was taken
and put under cover at DoE for the balance of the night, unless inclement weather occurs. Generally cats
are not active in rainy weather and trapping is unsuccessful in such conditions anyway. In rare cases
when a rain shower catches a cat in a trap, the burlap sack cover will provide some shelter.

Further enhancements to the raised trap configurations should be developed before the next session.

Burlap sacking should be attached to the traps to prevent problems with wind blowing off shrouding and
twisting the floor strip.



Cage attachment to the platform should be revisited, since we have observed cases of cats toppling
cages off the platforms when struggling after capture. A positive connection is required, but it must be
easy to disconnect.

The most practical urine scent lure receptacle to date is a small, shallow PVC flat end cap, with a disc of
thick scouring pad jammed inside. The urine is soaked into the pad and the PVC cap placed flat at the
back of the cage. These end caps are heavy enough not to blow out of a cage, small enough to stay clear
of the trap’s trigger plate, and have low enough sides to allow the scent to escape freely. The pads and
caps can be easily cleaned.

We do not have the information necessary to know if the removal of 35 cats in June 2022, 41 cats in Jan-
Feb 2023 followed by another trapping session scheduled for April 2023, is or is not likely to exceed the
rate of reproduction and recruitment to the population in the same time period. We have trapped
pregnant female cats in every month in we have operated control measures, indicating the cats are
breeding year round. Although we expect to gain some handle on total population size in 2023, and
have information on litter size and rates of pregnancy in the trapped sample, we have no data on the
survival rates of kittens once born.

Assessment of the impact our trapping is having on the feral cat population on Little Cayman will have to
rely on a combination of trends in trapping rates per unit effort, subjective reports by the community,
and ultimately on wildlife camera survey results.



