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        Q. My cat has always asked to be let out to do her duty, but 

        for the past few days she has gone to the potted plant in the 

        living room to relieve herself.  How can I correct this 

        problem?

        A. The first step to take in a situation like this is to 

        determine if there may be a medical reason for the abnormal 

        behavior.  Have your veterinarian examine her and be prepared 

        to answer such questions as: How long and how often has she 

        been exhibiting this change of habit?  Have you noticed any 

        blood in the urine?  How does she act otherwise?  Have there 

        been any changes in her diet or environment?  Be prepared, 

        also, for tests or procedures the doctor deems necessary, if 

        any.

             Having ruled out a medical cause then consider once 

        more, the environment.  Have your own habits changed?  If the 

        problem has been determined, to the best of your ability, to be 

        purely behavioral, and if a specific correctable 

        environmental alteration cannot be found, then there are a 

        few methods one can try.

             If your cat normally uses a litter box, consider first 

        the cleanliness of the box itself.  Some cats are fastidious 

        and require the box to be very clean, while others will not 

        use a box unless it has the scent of urine or feces on it. 

        That does not mean it needs to be filthy, rather it should 

        not be thoroughly scrubbed and disinfected every day.  The 

        odor of disinfectant may be the culprit.  Having ruled these 

        factors out, remove the potted plant from the living room 

        and set the box in that spot.  If she uses this then 

        gradually move it a few feet each day back toward its usual 

        location.  This is not as simple as it sounds and much 

        patience must be exercised.  I also realize that it poses 

        quite a hardship at times to carry this out, especially when 

        you must explain to company just why a litter box adorns your 

        living room.  A word to the wise: keep it reasonably clean.

             With a cat that normally goes outside we have a slightly 

        different situation requiring a different tactic.  Leaving 

        the potted plant in its normal location, set two or three 

        mouse traps upside-down in the pot and cover them with a fine 

        layer of potting soil.  When the traps are tripped the 

        startled feline will find your pot an unsuitable receptacle 

        for elimination and hence avoid voiding there.  Be sure that 

        the traps are upside-down, because mousetraps do exert 

        sufficient force to break a cat's foot.  Celophane may be

        used in place of the mousetraps but its effects may not

        be as dramatic.

             Cats are a free willed specie of animal.  When 

        attempting to alter a behavioral pattern it is of little use 

        to inflict physical punishment on a cat.  Nor can you merely 

        reason with an animal who has no ability to perceive your 

        point of view.  The goal of behavioral therapy with a cat is 

        to cause him to come up with the idea of change on his own. 

        The mousetrap in the potted plant is a prime example of this 

        concept.  The surprise awaiting him is stimulation enough to                                                         

        make the animal want to go elsewhere.  Therefore the altered 

        behavior is "his own idea", that is to say he "chooses" to do 

        what he ought.

