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Handling and Husbandry of Neonatal Nondomestic Cats 
 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture, Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) has determined 
that newborn and infant nondomestic cats four weeks (28 days) of age or younger (neonate or neonatal) 
have special handling and husbandry needs.  Among other things, the Animal Welfare Act regulations 
require licensees to provide these animals with preventive and responsive veterinary care and adequate 
housing and nutrition, and to ensure that they are handled safely and protected from harm. 
 
Licensees who do not house neonatal nondomestic cats in a controlled, sanitary, temperature-controlled 
environment and do not handle such animals in a manner that does not expose them to any form of 
public contact, including public feeding and handling, are considered noncompliant with the veterinary 
care and handling requirements of the Animal Welfare Act regulations.  See 9 C.F.R. §§ 2.40(a), 
2.40(b)(1), 2.40(b)(2), 2.40(b)(4), 2.131(b)(1), 2.131(c)(1), 2.131(c)(3), 2.131(d)(1), 2.131(e).8 

 

Neonatal nondomestic cats of this age range are not able to thermoregulate1, 2, 3, 7 and lack a fully 
functioning immune system to fight off disease and infection.  2, 4, 5,7  Neonates will obtain most immunity 
from their mother, primarily through suckling antibody-rich colostrum (first milk), 1, 2, 5, 6, 7 and should be 
housed with their mother for as long as possible after birth to promote good health.  Because of their 
limited immunity, their health is at risk if they are exposed to other animals or offered for public contact.  
Until these animals can thermoregulate and are immunocompetent, they should be housed in the 
controlled environment of a heated, clean, and sheltered enclosure (such as a nursery), or in a clean, 
sheltered enclosure with the mother and any healthy siblings. 
 
Dealers, exhibitors, and registrants who do not handle and care for neonatal nondomestic cats in a 
manner that is consistent with the guidance in this Tech Note are considered noncompliant with the 
veterinary care and handling requirements of the Animal Welfare Act regulations.  See 9 C.F.R.  
§§ 2.40(a), 2.40(b)(1), 2.40(b)(2), 2.40(b)(4), 2.131(b)(1), 2.131(c)(1), 2.131(c)(3), 2.131(d)(1), 2.131(e). 
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shall provide adequate veterinary care to its animals in compliance with this section. 
 9 C.F.R. § 2.40(b), (b)(1), (b)(2), and (b)(4): Each dealer or exhibitor shall establish and 

maintain programs of adequate veterinary care that include:  (1) The availability of 
appropriate facilities, personnel, equipment, and services to comply with the provisions of 
this subchapter; (2) The use of appropriate methods to prevent, control, diagnose, and 
treat diseases and injuries, …(4) Adequate guidance to personnel involved in the care 
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 9 C.F.R § 2.131(b)(1):  Handling of all animals shall be done as expeditiously and 
carefully as possible in a manner that does not cause trauma, overheating, excessive 
cooling, behavioral stress, physical harm, or unnecessary discomfort. 

 9 C.F.R. § 2.131(c)(1):  During public exhibition, any animal must be handled so there is 
minimal risk of harm to the animal and to the public, with sufficient distance and/or 
barriers between the animal and the general viewing public so as to assure the safety of 
animals and the public. 

 9 C.F.R. § 2.131(c)(3):  Young or immature animals shall not be exposed to rough or 
excessive public handling or exhibited for periods of time which would be detrimental to 
their health or well-being. 

 9 C.F.R. § 2.131(d)(1):  Animals shall be exhibited only for periods of time and under 
conditions consistent with their good health and well-being. 

 9 C.F.R. § 2.131(e):  When climatic conditions present a threat to an animal's health or 
well-being, appropriate measures must be taken to alleviate the impact of those 
conditions. An animal may never be subjected to any combination of temperature, 
humidity, and time that is detrimental to the animal's health or well-being, taking into 
consideration such factors as the animal's age, species, breed, overall health status, and 
acclimation. 

 
For more information contact:  
USDA Animal Care  
4700 River Road, Unit 84  
Riverdale, MD 20737 
301-851-3751  
E–mail: ace@aphis.usda.gov 

 
 
 
 

 


