
Whenever Colorado resident Nancy Peterson is fostering kittens, so many friends

want to come over to cuddle the cuties that she has to schedule visits like

appointments — which she views as a win-win.



“One of the things I love about fostering is I have so many visitors. Everybody

wants to come and see the kittens,” she says. “So the kittens get to know different

voices, different scents. And the way that everybody handles the kitten is different,

so they get used to being handled in different ways.”

Fostering kittens until they’re about 8 weeks old is an adorable activity that saves

lives, according to Peterson, who volunteers as a foster for Colorado Animal

Rescue and serves on the boards of the national nonprofits National Kitten

Coalition and Neighborhood Cats. It’s particularly important during “kitten

season,” when cats start prolifically procreating as springtime brings longer,

warmer days — and an influx of kittens to animal shelters.

“In some parts of the country where it’s warmer, it seems like kitten season is all

year round,” Peterson says. “As wonderful as shelters and rescues may be, they

usually do not have the time to dedicate to kittens. That’s not to say kittens require

so much time, but they do require socialization, and the staff is busy taking care of

homeless animals and injured animals. So oftentimes, having a foster network is a

lifeline for these kittens.”

Fostering not only helps animal shelters and rescue organizations, which are

already stretched thin due in part to economic uncertainty, but is beneficial for the

kittens themselves, she notes. In a foster home, kittens can learn behaviors to

adapt to life in a forever home, and since their immune systems aren’t fully

developed, they have less chance of getting sick in a home than in a shelter with so

many other animals.





Fostering kittens is an affordable volunteer activity since animal shelters and

rescue organizations typically provide all necessary supplies, including a cat

carrier, food, bowls, kitty litter and toys, as well as veterinary care, Peterson notes.

(If not, you may be able to deduct the expenses as charitable donations.)

The key is to create a kitten room that will be easy to clean, she says. Some fosters

dedicate a spare bedroom to fostering, while others use a bathroom or even a pet

tent.

“You want something that’s really easy to clean while they’re there,” she says. “It’s

not carpeted, and there’s no upholstered furniture. That’s ideal.”

She also suggests:

Use a low-sided litter box with non-clumping litter.

Sprinkle the litter with Dr. Elsey’s Cat Attract, which she finds helps kittens

start using a litter box.

Place food and water bowls as far away as possible from the litter box.

Leave a cat carrier in the room with the door removed and a soft fleece inside

so they create positive associations with it, which will pay dividends in the

future whenever they need to be transported.



When it comes to fostering kittens, two or more kittens is better than one,

according to Peterson.

Place a scratching post/scratcher and toys in the room.

Make sure any family pets, especially cats, are current on vaccinations and

parasite preventatives.



“Kittens have so much energy. Oh, so much energy,” she says with a laugh. “And

having at least two helps them work out that energy.”

The playmates will learn there are limits to how rough they can be, while a single

cat might develop biting and scratching habits without an outlet. Kittens also need

to learn they aren’t the only cat in the world in case their eventual forever home

has other pets, she adds.

Kittens don’t require much time from fosters — just 30-60 minutes of interaction

a day, she says. It’s important to spend that time in short bursts rather than all at

once, so Peterson recommends going into the kitten room with a wand toy —

which minimizes the chances of them scratching your hands — to play for about 15

minutes before and after work, and before bed.

After a two-week quarantine, kittens will want to start exploring more of the

home. To prepare for this, Peterson recommends physically getting down on your

hands and knees to look at your home from a kitten’s perspective and scout for



potential hazards. For instance, she discovered two spaces on either side of her

stove that could have trapped a kitten, so she stuffed them with towels before

allowing kittens in the kitchen.

“If you have window treatments with cords, you definitely want to get them out of

the way,” she says. “That will look like a toy to a kitten.”

Visitors should remove their shoes and wash their hands before handling kittens.

Peterson suggests having children sit on the floor so that they cannot frighten

kittens by cornering them or accidentally dropping them.

She also recommends touching a kitten’s paws and ears and opening their mouths

each day to make future veterinary visits less stressful for everyone involved.

While first-time fosters will probably want to start with a kitten who is 4 weeks

old, Peterson says fostering “bottle babies” aged 1 day to 4 weeks old is also

immensely rewarding.

“They are not ready to eat on their own and aren't able to eliminate on their own,”

she says. “That takes a very special type of foster because initially the younger they

are, the more you have to wake up to feed them.”



Like any kitten, they’ll need to be weighed every day to make sure they’re gaining

weight. Peterson dabs a “lickable treat” on the scale, which makes everything

easier and more fun.

Kittens also benefit from hearing household sounds so that they aren’t startling or

scary later in life, from the TV or radio to blenders, washing machines and

vacuums.

Some people worry it will be too challenging to have to part with a kitten once they

are about 8 weeks old and can be spayed or neutered and put up for adoption.

It’s a valid concern, according to Peterson, who recalls crying in her car after

returning her first fosters, a litter of six kittens and their mother, to a shelter years

ago. But it got easier over time because it feels so good to help them.

“I find it very meaningful,” she says. “I know that I’m making a difference not just



for these kittens, but for the other cats and adoptable kittens at the shelter. And

hopefully I’ve raised a kitten who will have a forever home because they’ve had the

benefit of being fostered.”

Cat lovers who think fostering would be too hard can help during kitten season in

other ways, like donating money or volunteering at the shelter to pet and play with

adoptable animals.



“If you think fostering is just going to be so, so hard, then maybe you would like to

help kittens and cats in other ways,” Peterson says. “But if you’re on the fence, why



not give it a try? I find it so rewarding. It’s a totally wonderful experience.”




