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This research studies policies and governmental programs created to manage and control the 

stray, free-roaming, feral, and community companion animal populations in Miami-Dade 

County. Data collection and subsequent analysis will focus on Miami-Dade County specifically, 

however, overlapping federal, regional, state and neighboring county policies will also be 

documented when necessary for triangulation and situating context. I selected Miami Dade 

Animal Services because this shelter is nationally recognized as one of the highest intake shelters 

in the region, ranging from 27,000 to 37,000 dogs and cats impounded annually (Hobson 2014). 

 

I will approach this research through a mixed methods design, incorporating document analyses, 

participant observation, semi-structured interviews, and multi-species ethnography (Corbin et al 

2014; Ogden et al 2013). A mixed methods approach is necessary to explore the way government 

documents rely on population level quantitative data to describe the implementation and 

outcomes of companion animal policies, where the dominant narrative of ‘no kill’ life-making 

programs is contested by animal advocates, former employees, constituents voicing decent 

through social media, and the cats themselves through the telling of their lived experiences as 

documented in medical records sent out to rescue organizations. Document analysis will help 

situate the official narrative of ‘no kill’ programs in Miami Dade County. Specifically, internal 

policies and procedures will be compared to the simplified narrative promoted by the shelter 

administration in the form of public statements and performance reports. Participant observation 

will provide insight as to how these policies engage with the public, and how policies play out 

when the public requests services for unowned companion animals. Finally, the lived experience 

of the animals themselves will further complicate the dominant narrative, where bodily injury 

and death are documented at the individual level despite the agency’s insistence that 

improvement is proven through abstract statistical representations of life-making policies. 

 

The history of species and the classifications of species as wild or domestic are critical when 

developing an understanding of policies created to manage companion animal species (Haraway 

2008). Domestication is more than the result of rendering wild life useful to humans; 

domestication must be studied as a process more than an outcome (Anderson 1997). Feral 

animals, or domestic animals who have a wild identity imposed upon them either through 

context or behavior, defy the human expectations of their domesticated species. Dogs and cats 

often complicate the division between domestic and wild by existing in between. Research on 



African wild dogs demonstrate that species’ identity is socially constructed and is made up of 

conflicting personal and political agendas (Fraser-Celin et al 2018). Domestic dogs not living in 

the direct control of a human illicit strong political and social reactions where populations are 

described as a threat to humans and to wildlife (Waters 2017). Dogs and cats that are not living 

under human control are referred to as free-roaming and/or feral, where the classification is 

contingent on the lack of human engagement and spatial context, rather than the behavior of the 

animal. The veterinary and environmental sciences lump these untethered dogs and cats in to the 

classification of feral, and discuss the potential harm through demonstrable impacts on a species 

or space (Patronek 1998; Slater 2001; Lane 2004; Schmidt et al 2007; Young et al 2011; 

Flockhart et al 2016; Valenta et al 2016; Doherty et al 2017; Kilgour et al 2017; Lepe et al 2017). 

 

According to a five-year report in 2010, Miami-Dade Animal Services killed 90% of all adult 

cats entering the shelter, most of whom were killed at intake upon being labeled feral (Miami-

Dade Animal Services 2010). In 2015, Miami-Dade Animal Services announced that they 

achieved over 90% live release for dogs and cats, and that this success was greatly thanks to the 

trap-neuter-release program for feral and community cats. 

According the to the Florida Wildlife Commission, feral is defined as: “an animal that has 

escaped from domestication or has been abandoned to the wild and has become wild, and the 

offspring of such animals” (FWC). Domestic species veterinary science, however, refutes this 

straightforward definition by presenting empirical evidence that it is nearly impossible to 

distinguish a feral animal from a fearful one in a shelter environment (Slater 2010; 2013). 

Despite a clear definition of the classification, companion animals earning the designation of 

feral or stray enter state animal welfare services as unclaimed property and without a human to 

claim responsibility through legal ownership (Srinivasan 2013). But exactly what it means to be 

feral, or to be classified through ferality as somewhere in between domestic and wild, depends 

on the policies specific to space, place and time. A significant body of literature establishes that 

government strategies for controlling nonhumans and the environment involve arbitrary 

classification systems (Neumann 1998, Wolch and Emel 1998, Li 2007, Ogden 2011, Robbins 

2012). 

 

1.How is ferality deployed in government policies to manage companion animals living in non-

domestic relationships and/or space? 

 

2.How has the use of ferality changed in response to specific scientific, political, advocacy, and 

environmental dynamics? 

 

3.What are the effects of these policy changes on animal lives and the concomitant death-making 

policies used to manage companion animals found to be living outside of the prescribed wild or 

domestic spaces? 


