
Build a Cold Weather 
Shelter for cats 
 

The Erie Humane Society and other shelters, not only in our region, but across the country are struggling to keep up with 

the demand of caring for homeless animals, especially stray cats. As the temperatures begin to cool down and winter 

weather is on the horizon, it poses a challenge for shelters’ ability to accommodate the increased demand for intakes 

due to lack of kennel space. The Erie Humane Society manages our admissions as part of our no-kill mission. Therefore, 

we are unable to intake a pet when our kennels are full. EHS schedules cat admissions and maintains a waiting list so 

that as pets get adopted, we can intake more. There are several ways our community can aid stray cats during the cold-

weather months, until a kennel opens up in the shelter. One way is to construct a simple cold weather shelter. If you 

should encounter a cat in need of emergency attention, please call us at 814-835-8331. In the meantime, help EHS help 

homeless animals in need by providing stray cats a safe place to stay warm. 

Supplies Needed: 

• 1 in. Thick Styrofoam insulation 

• 1 (18 gal.) Rubbermaid Roughneck tote 

• 1 smaller tote that fits inside the outer tote 

• Straw 

• Scissors 

• Box Cutter 

• Yardstick 

• Heavyweight plastic (optional – door flap) 

Tips to Consider: 

• A good shelter design offers strong insulation and minimal air space. 

o Strong insulation is needed to trap body heat and a smaller interior ensures that less heat is needed to 

keep the occupants warm. 

• Size matters! 

o Smaller shelters can be heated by one or two cats. When there is more air space, body heat is not 

radiated effectively. Two smaller shelters are better than one larger shelter. 

• ALWAYS use straw for bedding. 

o Straw is dry and will not retain moisture, it’s ideal for nesting, and helps distribute the cat’s body heat 

inside the shelter.  

o Do not use bedding materials such as blankets, towels, or hay, as these materials all retain moisture and 

will not provide insulation in the shelter. They can also become soggy and mold.  

o Please note that in our demonstration, we used hay because we had it available at the shelter. If our 

shelter is used outdoors, the hay will be replaced with straw. 

• It is strongly recommended that you use Rubbermaid brand totes. They are easier to cut and are made to 

withstand cold temperatures and weather. Other plastic totes can crack during construction or in very cold 

conditions. 

• While color does not matter for shelter, we recommend using an outer tote that is an earth-tone, as it appears 

more natural to the cat. 

• Consider cats’ safety when choosing where to place your shelter. 

o Place your shelter where other animals, such as dogs, are not a threat. The entrance should face a wall, 

allowing enough space so that only cats can enter and exit your shelter.  

o Choose a location near where you typically see strays, that is somewhat concealed, with little foot 

traffic. 



o Do not place your shelter directly on the ground. As the air temperature gets cooler, so does the ground 

temperature. Raising the shelter off the ground helps cats warm the interior for efficiently. 

• Make the door as small as possible. 

o Most cats need an opening no more than 6 inches in diameter. 

o A small door discourages larger animals, such as raccoons, from entering the shelter and keeps in more 

heat. 

• Place the entry several inches above the base of the tote to ensure rain won’t splash into the shelter and snow 

is less likely to block the door. 

• You can create extra protection by making an awning that helps shield the door. 

o Use heavy roll plastic or a rubber mat to provide more insulation and provide a barrier against wind and 

rain. This may also help the cat feel safer in the shelter. 

• Prevent dampness in your shelter. 

o Drill a small hole in the bottom of your shelter and slightly elevate the rear. This will help keep water 

from pooling up inside. 

• Maintain your shelter. 

o Be sure to check your shelter from time to time and replace any insulating material or bedding this is 

damp or dirty. Do not place food or water inside the shelter. 

Assembling Your Shelter: 

1. Measure the interior of your outer tote (base, sides, and top), then measure and cut your Styrofoam insulation 

panels. Panels do not have to be an exact fit but should take up majority of the open space. 

2. Make a circle template 6 inches in diameter. Position the template several inches from the base of the tote and 

trace your opening. 

3. Use your box cutter to carefully cut out the opening. 

4. Place a layer of straw in the bottom of the outer tote. 

5. Place the base insulation panel on top of the straw. 

6. Position your front insulation panel and trace the opening. 

7. Remove the front panel and carefully cut out the opening with your box cutter. 

8. Place the four interior insulation panels in your outer tote and fill in any gaps with straw. 

9. Place the interior tote inside your outer tote, ensuring it fits snug. Trace the opening on your interior panel and 

cut out. (You can remove the interior tote to make it easier to cut your opening) 

10. Place a generous layer of straw in the interior tote for bedding. 

11. Place the lid on your interior tote, then place the top insulation panel on top of the interior tote. 

12. If there is a gap between your top insulation panel and your outer lid, fill those gaps with more straw. 

13. Place the outer lid on securely on the shelter and make sure the lid fits snug, with no gaps. 

14. OPTIONAL: use heavy duty roll plastic, or a rubber mat to create a flap over the doorway for added protection. 

Placing your Shelter Outside: 

1. When deciding where to place your shelter, choose a space that is quiet, with little foot traffic, and relatively 

concealed so cats are not afraid to use the shelter. 

2. Use two 2 x 4’s or a wood pallet to create a base for your shelter and place a layer of straw in your base to help 

insulate. 

3. Place your shelter on top of base with the opening facing a wall so that only cats can get in and out. 

4. Lightweight shelters should be secured against the wind. Place a few heavy flat rocks/pavers on top of the 

shelter lid to help anchor it. 
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