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Abstract

Cat (Felis silvestris catus) shelter practices may have important implications for cats’ health and well-being. This study explored the 
relationship between husbandry practices and cat health in Hong Kong’s shelters which are unregulated. Cat health was measured 
via body condition score (BCS), coat condition and signs of oculo-nasal discharge. A total of 314 cats in 24 cat shelters were assessed. 
A satisfactory BCS was associated with regular veterinary input, more than once per day disinfection and more than once per day 
change of water. The presence of oculo-nasal discharge — as a marker for upper respiratory tract infection — was associated with 
a lack of regular veterinary input and less frequent change of water within the shelter. A lack of regular feeding was the only factor 
associated with a dull coat. In summary, this study showed that certain husbandry practices had important associations with different 
aspects of cats’ health for cats housed in an unregulated shelter environment in Hong Kong. These findings provide evidence-based 
support for husbandry guidelines or regulations for cat shelters which could have a positive impact on shelter cats’ health and welfare. 
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Introduction 
Cats (Felis silvestris catus) are popular household pets 
worldwide (Sparkes et al 2013). According to Hong Kong’s 
Government Census, the total number of surveyed house-
holds keeping cats is 4% (Census & Statistics Department 
HKSAR 2019). With a local population of seven million 
people, there is therefore a high density of cats in Hong Kong. 
Unfortunately, not all cats are owned and homed. Currently, 
there are both government and non-government organisations 
helping the unowned or abandoned/stray cat population. 
Traditionally, these may include municipal shelters and a 
mixture of rescue group facilities and foster homes. 
Shelters can be defined as those that provide a temporary 
home for dogs, cats, and other animals that are offered for 
adoption and may receive charitable funding (Association 
of Shelter Veterinarians 2017). Over time, many novel cat-
holding facilities have evolved and, in Hong Kong, these 
include cat cafes, ‘shared office’ type facilities that double-
up as cat adoption centres, commercial offices and even a 
bookshop that acts as a cat sanctuary. In this study all types 
of cat-holding facilities/units are referred to as ‘shelters’ 
given the extreme heterogeneity of provision (Association 
of Shelter Veterinarians 2017).  

The management and practices of cat shelters vary substantially 
and there is no ‘shelter registry’ or strict regulation/licensing 
system to guide husbandry practices in Hong Kong. Hence, the 
welfare of the animals held within these premises is completely 
contingent on the organisations’ processes and can be a welfare 
concern (Rioja-Lang et al 2019). 
The Guidelines for Standards of Care in Animal Shelters 
published by the Association of Shelter Veterinarians covers 
generalised aspects of cat care (Newbury et al 2010). The 
Rescue Group Best Practice Guide published by the Humane 
society (Humane Society USA 2017) and the International 
Society for Feline Medicine (ISFM) Guidelines (Sparkes et al 
2013) are similar, laying out the basic principles of care across 
different cat-holding facilities with substantial focus on popula-
tion control. International Cat Care (UK) has recently launched 
their ‘Cat Friendly Solutions for Unowned Cats’, targeting the 
logistic of care for this particular group of cats (International Cat 
Care 2021). In Hong Kong, the Agriculture, Fisheries and 
Conservation Department (AFCD) has issued some general 
information on good cat care practice, with a proposal to amend 
the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Ordinance (HKSAR 2019, 
2020). Currently, no definitive international guidelines exist on 
how to optimise cats’ welfare through husbandry practices and 
also how to monitor cats’ health in shelters. 
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