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Although the total population of owned cats Felis silvestris catus has been rising in
recent years, the number capable of reproduction may be static or even reducing, due to
the increasingly widespread adoption of neutering as a method of population control.
This project investigated the effects of high levels of neutering on population dynamics
and the population genetics of cat temperament. Male ranging behaviour, and the
mating system of cats living in the urban environment of Southampton at the time of
the study were also explored.

A population dynamics study was carried out by means of door to door surveys in and
around the Southampton area. These revealed that neutering rates amongst adult cats
- were as high as 98% (females) and 97% (males) in the Shirley area of the city, but this
figure varied between regions in the city. Overall, the city’s population appeared to be
stable, but the effective population had been reduced over the last 15 years, with a
small number of females producing a high proportion of the population’s kittens.
Human mediated migration was responsible for maintaining the population in the
Shirley area.

A radio tracking study of entire males revealed home ranges of up to 14 ha, with core .
areas of 2-6 ha. These are larger than previously documented, and demonstrate that
there is the potential for overlapping home ranges and competition for mating
opportunities between entire owned males even in areas where high neutering reduced
their density. Microsatellite analysis of kinship relationships between cats showed that
there were more males sining kittens within the Upper-Shirley area than the population
dynamics survey predicted would be present, even allowing for extensive ranging
behaviour shown by pet toms. I suggest that some of the sires in this area are feral cats.

Paternal genetics are known to have an important influence on cat temperament. Given
the different selection pressures applied to owned and feral cats, it seems likely that
feral cats tend to show traits such as lack of sociability to humans, that make them less
well suited to being pets. The possible effects of an increase in owned kittens sired by
feral males, promoted by neutering of owned males, was investigated by a
temperament testing study. Temperament of litters born in areas of high and lower
neutering were compared. This revealed a non significant trend at 6 months of age for
kittens born in areas of high neutering to be less sociable to humans, as predicted by

the hypothesis. These differences were not apparent when the kittens were re-tested at
18 months.
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