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It doesn't take long, no matter
whether it's in an airport

lounge or a restaurant, before
someone asks me about my
iPad.

The first questions usually
revolve around what it is and
how much it costs but eventually
everyone asks if they should buy
one instead of a laptop computer.
My answer is always the same. It
depends on what you want an
iPad to do for you.

For those are unfamiliar with

an iPad, it is a tablet computer,
which means that it is extremely
thin, has a nine-inch high defini-
tion colour touch screen and no
mouse or keyboard. It will run
for about nine hours on a single
charge of its lithium battery. To
run an application you tap its
icon on the screen; if text needs
to be entered a keyboard
appears on the screen and you
touch the keys to type some-
thing. An iPad that wirelessly
connects to the Internet starts at
$549 and can go to $679 or more
for a WiFi-3G model that will
connect using a cellular phone
link. A picture is worth a thou-
sand words and you can see
photos, descriptions, and lists of
the iPad's features at the Apple
Store (www.apple.com/ca/iPad).

Apple has sold more than

seven million iPads since last
April. Within the next few
months Hewlett-Packard,
Toshiba and Blackberry will
unveil their competing tablet
computers.

What's good about an iPad?
First, its minimalist design
means that it packs a lot of
screen space into a compact unit
weighing only one and half
pounds, and that screen is star-
tling. It has remarkable colour
and clarity and a good size to
dazzlingly display photos,
movies, videos, and websites.
The display automatically shifts
from portrait to landscape when
the iPad is rotated. You pinch
two fingers together, place them
on the screen and drag them
apart to magnify tiny text or to
enlarge a photo or website.

It is an almost perfect ereader
and I enjoy perusing online
newspapers and magazines
while I'm sitting on the couch
with the iPad resting on my
knee. I've also downloaded free
and retail ebooks directly from
Chapters, Amazon or Apple's
iBook store. In addition there are
over 300,000 applications rang-
ing from productivity tools,
games, entertainment, and utili-
ties that can be directly down-
loaded to the iPad.

Yet the iPad is not a complete
computer. You'll need a laptop
or desktop computer to set up
and register a new iPad and the
only way to transfer photos,
home videos, and music on CDs
to it is with the Itunes software
installed on a computer. There is
no USB port so the iPad cannot

be connected to any external
hardware, such as a printer or
scanner, and you'll have to buy
an expensive add-on to connect
a digital camera.

The iPad's touch screen key-
board is good for answering e-
mail, updating your Facebook
page, or sending Tweets, but
you'll probably find typing a doc-
ument in a word processing pro-
gram to be tedious and very
tiring. The iPad is a great media
delivery device but it does not
support Flash, which is the pri-
mary means of displaying video
on the Internet. So far I've been
unable to see any of the videos at
any newspaper site I've visited.

Another drawback is that you
are a virtual captive of Apple.
Nothing can be installed on the
iPad unless it's downloaded, usu-

ally for a fee, from Apple's App
Store. To anyone familiar with
the numerous websites offering
free downloads for a Windows
computer, Apple's headlock on
the iPad may seem overly con-
strictive and annoying.

An iPad or a laptop? If you
want an ereader and a media
device for displaying pictures,
showing videos, checking your-
email, or accessing websites,
then an iPad could be a great
complement to your computer. If
you buy it to be your primary
computer you might be the dis-
appointed owner of an expen-
sive novelty.

Ray Saitz, a Peterborough resi-
dent and teacher, writes a weekly
column on the Internet. He can
be reached at rayser3@cogeco.ca.

Having grown up in Peterborough
in the 1950s and ’60s, I clearly

remember the stray dogs that used to
roam our neighbourhood streets, either
on their own or in small packs. I, for
one, was terrified of them. I have an
especially vivid memory of going tobog-
ganing one day and having a stray dog
run after the toboggan, nipping me in
the arm as we sped down the hill.

As a society, we eventually came to
the realization that free-roaming dogs
was not an acceptable situation – not
for the dogs nor for the public in gener-
al. A similar change of attitude has
occurred with regards to smoking. We
are infinitesimally more respectful of
the rights and health of other people
than we ever were before. A respect for
other people’s property, interests and
sources of joy and happiness in the
world seems to stop, however, when it
becomes a question of free-roaming
cats. This week I’d like to turn my atten-
tion to the problem of feral cats.

According to the Ontario Society for
the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals,
the term “feral cat” refers to “the off-
spring of strays or abandoned domestic
cats that have reverted to a wild state;
the offspring of feral cats who have lived
in a wild state for some generations; or
domestic cats that have been aban-
doned or run off and gone wild. Feral
cats live in family groups called
colonies.” These cats can also be distin-
guished from strays by the fact that they
either lack owners, or lack any reason-
able prospect of being reunited with
their owners - for whatever reason.

One of the unintended side effects of
not having a cat bylaw in Peterborough
is the attitude on the part of
some people that kittens and
adult cats are somehow “dispos-
able.” This, in turn, exacerbates
the feral cat problem.
Irresponsible owners routinely
release cats in wooded areas
adjacent to subdivisions or even
at the bottom of farmers’ lanes. I
heard of one woman who, over
the course of one year, had five
litters of kittens dropped off at
the bottom of her farm lane. She
almost wondered if someone
had put up a neon sign inviting
people to leave their unwanted
cats there! Even in the city,
boxes of kittens turn up in bus
shelters, along local rail-trails, in
parking lots, or in just about any
other public venue. Strangely
enough, the disposable animal
syndrome does not really exist when it
comes to dogs. By and large, most dog
owners are responsible. The much
stricter controls on dog ownership are
certainly one of the main reasons why.

Many of these abandoned cats end
up at already full-to-capacity animal
shelters such as those in Peterborough
and Lakefield. This puts a huge finan-
cial burden on the shelters in staff time,
veterinary services, food, and transport-
ing the cats to other shelters where they
may have space. Just last week, a man
brought in 56 cats that had been living
in his home. He had started with two
pregnant cats, which, within a couple of
years, had increased in number by a
factor of almost 30!

Other abandoned cats eventually

become feral. If they are lucky, they
may manage to survive for several mis-
erable, hungry years as they wreak
havoc on local songbird and chipmunk
populations. Some may receive occa-
sional handouts from well-meaning
people.

But for most feral cats, life is grueling.
In cold weather they can easily lose ear
tips to frostbite. Many end up getting
into fights with other cats with devastat-
ing results. Cats hold onto their rival
with their front paws and then rake the
sharp, powerful claws of their back legs
over their opponent’s body. In cold
weather, cats will sometimes slink
under cars and then climb up onto the
engine for warmth. The unknowing
motorist who turns on the ignition ends
up mangling the poor cat. Cats may also

lap up sweet tasting
but deadly anti-freeze from spills on the
pavement. Like domestic cats, feral cats
are often run over by cars or fall victim
to coyotes or birds of prey. They are also
at a much greater risk of contracting all
manner of diseases.

Although the exact number of feral
cat colonies in and around
Peterborough is not known, they cer-
tainly do exist. And, as long as people
continue to abandon cats, the situation
will only get worse. Add to this the
speed at which cats reproduce. On aver-
age, an unspayed female cat can have
two or three litters a year but even more
is possible.

In some cases, feral cats are taken
care of through an informal network of
caregivers that feed and sometimes

even provide them with shelter (e.g.,
inside a garage, shed, etc.). Others sim-
ply fend for themselves without any
assistance or compassion. Some feral
cats are trapped and delivered to ani-
mal shelters. However, these animals
are rarely adopted and, in many juris-
dictions, are euthanized after a short
period. According to Wendy Ryan, exec-
utive director of the Peterborough
Humane Society, not only are feral cats
unadoptable but the animals become
completed terrified when caged and are
therefore very difficult to care for. The
Peterborough Humane Society does not
accept feral cats.

An example of a local feral cat colony
can be found on Jackson Road in
Hastings. Here, large numbers of feral
cats – possibly 40 or more - are fed by

some of the neighbours. One resident
spoke to me of the continual spraying
that people have to put up with. For a
male cat, urine serves to mark territorial
boundaries. This seems to be especially
prevalent in a feral cat colony where
territory is "shared.” When cats feel
threatened or frightened, they will often
mark their territory again and again.
The musky odor of cat urine marking is
unmistakable and not terribly pleasant.
This activity often prompts innocent
cats inside a house to spray back at
them.

In another rural feral colony in our
area, one homeowner has taken it upon
himself to have the feral cats spayed or
neutered – and all at his own expense.
The cats are then returned to the out-
doors where other neighbours feed
them. This trap-neuter-return (TNR) is

the only method proven
to be effective at control-
ling feral cat population
growth. By neutering
close to 100 percent of
the cats, the size of the
colony will gradually
decline. Even TNR, how-
ever, is not great news for
songbirds, chipmunks,
monarch butterflies, and
toads and frogs. The
neutered cats still live in
the wild and even well-
fed cats – feral or domes-
tic – are formidable
hunters.

Feral cat colonies are
often located near natu-
ral areas, which makes
them even more of a
threat. In a landmark
study in Rithet’s Bog in
Victoria, B.C., both feral
and owned cats have
been caught on video
decimating songbirds
and their nests. Professor
Liana Zanette of the
University of Western
Ontario found that cats

were responsible for 22% of the nest
predation events recorded to date. The
feral cats are being fed by people living
in condos on the edge of the bog. This
has understandably caused tension
with people who enjoy visiting the bog
for its natural values.

By having a cat bylaw in
Peterborough, the number of feral cats
would eventually decrease. Compulsory
licensing and micro-chipping (inserting
a rice grain-size computer chip under
your cat's skin) would mean that lost
cats could easily be identified and
reunited with their owners. Right now,
only 2% of cats that arrive at the
Peterborough Humane Society end up
returning to their original home. Over
the long term, a cat bylaw would also
help to change the attitude on the part
of some people that cats are throwaway
pets that don’t need to be taken seri-
ously.

In the final analysis, a significant
number of people will not become con-
scientious pet owners unless they are
forced to behave responsibly as a result
of municipal legislation. In the mean-
time, we all need to spread the word
that cats should be kept indoors. They
will live longer, healthier lives, as will
our increasingly threatened songbird
populations.

Drew Monkman is a Peterborough
teacher and author of Nature's Year in
the Kawarthas. He can be reached at
dmonkman1@cogeco.ca. Visit his web-
site and see past columns at www.drew-
monkman.com
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Feral cats are our own creation

The iPad: useful gadget or replacement computer?

Unlike dogs, cats not controlled so owners put less value on their lives

A feral kitten devours the remains of a rabbit (centre photo) and
a house cat (top) roaming outside carries off its prey, an unlucky
pigeon. Bottom photos show feral cat colonies.
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