
Building Winter Shelters for Feral & Barn Cats 

  
Building these shelters to house feral & barn cats in the winter will keep them 
cozy, dry and warm.  After food, shelter is their other top necessity needed for 

a cat to make it through winter, so these shelters provide a warm and safe, 
insulated home to humanely survive the cold winter months. 

They are very durable and will last for years - fresh STRAW is the only 
maintenance required.  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This will look like a very complicated process, it's really simple if you have a 
few basic skills.  This is a step-by-step tutorial on completing a great insulated 
outdoor shelter any cat would be proud to occupy.  I and They THANK YOU! 
Supplies Needed: 

1 Storage Container (tote) (30 Gallons, Sterilite shown in the example) 
2″ Rigid Polyiso Insulation panel (top and bottom) 
1″ Rigid Polyiso Insulation panel (sides and ends) 
Vinyl Floor Tiles 2 needed: (12″ square, stick-on) 
Plastic Flowerpot 
Silicone Caulk 
Sand Paper 
Liquid Nails (tube) 

Tools: 
Measuring Tape 
Straight-edge for cutting 
Utility Knife (one with snap off blades works well, or a sharp kitchen knife) 
Caulk gun 
Drill 
Large drill bit (about 3/8”) 
6″ hole saw (optional) if not you can cut the hole with the utility knife 

The Storage Container: 
Storage Tote (30 Gallons, Sterilite).  All dimensions given are measured for this 
size of container.  If you use another size or different make of tote, a template 
made from cardboard is a good idea before cutting insulation sheets. 
Nothing is really square, it must all be custom fitted, for a good tight seal.                                                                              

The 30 gallon size is great for a shelter that can easily house at least 2 
happy snuggly warm cats from the harsh outside elements of winter months. 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Rigid Insulation (let’s start cutting out the pieces): 
The walls, ends, top and bottom are cut from rigid polyiso insulation panels.  
It's got great insulating properties and isn't really affected by water. It’s best to 
use 2" thickness for the bottom and top, and 1” for the walls and ends.  You can 
use 2” thick insulation for the walls, ends, top and bottom if desired. 

Instructions: Measure and Cut rigid insulation: 
2″ thickness: 
Floor panel: CUT: (1) 24”×15″ after square cut, measure for taper 24”x14” and 
cut again (see diagram below for all details). 
Roof panel: CUT: (1) 26-1/4”×17-1/2″ after square cut, measure for taper 
26-1/4”x 16” and cut again (see diagram below for all details). 

This knife is recommended, 
it’s a great cutting tool. A 
snap-off blade type because 
you can snap off the blade 
ends when dull to get a new 
sharp tip, but mostly 
because you can extend the 
blade so you can make one 
sweeping cut through the 2” 
and 1” insulation sheets. 
It's best to make clean cuts 
so everything lines up 
properly. As noted above, a 
sharp knife works as well. 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BOTTOM DIMENSIONS AND CUTTING ILLUSTRATIONS: 

TIP:  If making several shelters at a time or you will be making the same 
shelter in the future, I would recommend making a cardboard template of all 
of the pieces needed for assembly.  This way you could place the template on 
the insulation sheet, trace around it and cut.  NO measuring required! 

CUT: Using the 24”×15″ insulation sheet you cut, follow directions below: 
 

Drawing Not to Scale 

Measure in from each corner 1/2” (see diagram above) and draw a line from 
the center of the insulation to the measurements.  Make more cuts along the 

RED lines shown above, do this for ALL corners on the bottom panel. 

Don't give up yet, there is one more step 
in completing the Bottom panel (see below)  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1/2”

24” final measurement size after cutting

14” final measurement 
size after cutting

Center 
Line



Drawing Not to Scale 
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Clip or round each corner of the insulation for 
a good fit.   

Do all four corners.  
Check for fit on the bottom of the shelter. 

Check to see that you 
have a good fit before 
cutting any more pieces.



TOP DIMENSIONS and CUTTING ILLUSTRATIONS: 

The sizes are different for the Bottom and Top, we ONLY need one each. 

CUT: Using the 26-1/4”×17-1/2″ insulation sheet you cut, follow directions 
below: 

 
Drawing Not to Scale 

Measure in from each corner 3/4” (see diagram above) and draw a 
line from the center of the insulation to the measurements.  The same as you 

did for the Bottom piece.  Make more cuts along the RED lines shown above, do 
this for ALL corners on the bottom panel. 

The next step is the same as you did for the Bottom piece to ensure a good fit. 

You will become a pro when finished and realize, IT really wasn't that much 
work now that you know the steps and material.  

6

                                            
                                                                        

3/4”

26-1/4”” final measurement size after cutting

16” final measurement 
size after cutting

Center 
Line



Drawing Not to Scale 

 

Put these pieces aside and lets work on the End and Side pieces.  Take a breath 
were almost done with the cutting.  Just picture cute fur balls all snuggled up 
in there new warm and dry house when its bitter cold out.  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Once again, just like the bottom 
Clip or round each corner of the 

insulation for a good fit.   
Do all four corners.  

Check for fit with the cover (lid) of the 
shelter. 



SIDE DIMENSIONS AND CUTTING ILLUSTRATION: 

1″ thickness insulation: 
Sides: We need to cut TWO identical pieces for the sides. 
Just like the top and bottom we will cut a straight rectangle first before 
custom fitting it with the angle cuts. 

Cut: (2)-26”x12” when done with that cut follow directions below: 

Drawing Not to Scale 

Measure in from two corners 1” (see diagram above)  and draw a line from the 
from the 1” mark to the top corner, do this for both sides of the insulation.  

Make more cuts along the RED lines shown  
above, do this for BOTH corners on the side panels. 

No need to do any more cutting on the side panels, lets get to the end panels 
and then see if things fit together like they should. 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24” final size after 

CUT (2)

1”



FRONT AND BACK END DIMENSIONS AND CUTTING ILLUSTRATION: 

1″ thickness insulation: 
Front and Back: We need to cut TWO identical pieces. 
Just like the sides we will cut a straight rectangle first before custom fitting it 
with the angle cuts. 

Cut: (2)-14”x12” when done with that cut follow directions below: 

Drawing Not to Scale 

Measure in from two corners 1” (see diagram above)  and draw a line from the 
from the 1” mark to the top corner, do this for both sides of the insulation.  

Make more cuts along the RED lines shown  
above, do this for BOTH corners on the side panels. 

No need to do any more cutting on pieces,  
lets make a test fit to see if things go together like they should. 
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12” final size after 

CUT (2)

1”



If your cutting is fairly accurate, everything will fit together without many 
problems.  

Note: All insulation panels are trapezoidal sizes to fit the shape of the shelter 
container.  Most totes are larger at the top than the bottom. 

After all pieces are cut to size:  
Test fit the pieces together 
Place floor on the bottom (silver side up) 
Add long sides (silver sides facing the inside of container) 
Add shorter ends (silver sides facing the inside of container) 
Always have the silver (shinny) sides of the insulation facing inside the shelter. 
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The last piece should be a good tight fit.  You may have to tap into place with 
the palm of your hand. 
 

We need a tight fit, the insulation will compress a bit while trying to fit the 
walls together. You really don't want to force it to much, this could change the 
shape of the tote so much that the lid may not attach correctly. 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Be sure to TEST fit the top also and make sure the lid of the container will snap 
onto the bottom half completely before you do any caulking. 

Make any adjustments and alterations at this point, if the cover of the shelter 
doesn't fit properly and snap tight, the cat(s) won’t be kept warm. 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When putting on the lid of the container you should hear the clicking sounds of 
the top locking onto the bottom half. 

NOW if everything is put together and fits properly, the next step will be to 
remove the cover and top insulation piece and begin caulking. 
 
Caulking with Silicone for the seams: 

This stuff smells terrible while 
it’s drying but it dries fast, it’s 
waterproof and remains rather 
flexible, after it dries. NO odor 
will be present and NO harm 
will come to the cats after it 
has cured, I give it 24hrs. for 
best results! 
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 When caulking make sure the caulk is filling the seam completely and touching 
both sides to be joined together so it makes a good seal. 
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NEXT WE INSTALL THE FLOOR TILES: 

The floor tiles serve a very important purpose, they will prevent the cats from 
digging up the insulation when they attempt to make their nest for the night. 
The floor tiles are easy to apply, peel and stick, they are the correct size.  

Cut to fit the second tile, or overlap: 

There will be about a 2” over lap of the second tile, after both ends of the   
insulation are in place, the bottom length will only measure 22”.  You can cut a 
tile down 2” to fill that space exactly or overlap the tiles, it wont matter. 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Attaching the top insulation to the Lid: 

Liquid Nails is a nice and cheap adhesive and gives a great secure bond.  I like 
to attach the top insulation to the tote lid (cover) so it stays put when opening 
the shelter to do any maintenance while in the field on windy days.  Be sure to 
put the Silver side down and adhesive on the other side.  Less likely to have 
both insulation and lid blow away on a windy day while adding more straw for 
bedding and taking a quick check to make sure it’s clean and dry inside. 

Illustrated in RED 
(for easy viewing) 
put plenty of 
adhesive on the top 
insulation piece. 
With it in place, 
attach the cover 
(lid) on, pushing 
slightly down for a 
good seal.  Make 
sure you hear the 
top snap onto the 
bottom tightly.  
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Let this dry a bit and get things ready to prepare to cut the entrance opening 
and drill the drain holes.   

Gently remove the lid (cover) from the tote, the insulation should be sticking 
enough so you can set it aside to completely dry over night.  You can put a 
little weight on top for a better seal, not too much though.  We don't want the 
shape or location of the insulation to change. 

Drill drain holes: 

Use the 3/8” drill bit and drill a drain hole all the way through to the outside of 
the tote in all four corners.  The straw inside will wick away any moisture from 
the cats and gather on the bottom under the straw and drain out the holes 
provided.  This will keep any water or moisture away from the cats and keep 
their shelter dry and warm. 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Cut entrance opening: 
Measure 5” from the 
interior corner and 
5” from the top of 
the insulation, this 
will be the center of 
the door opening, 
start drilling there. 
Set 6” hole saw here 
and slowly begin 
drilling. A hole saw 
this big tends to bind 
a little so expect it 
to and go slowly. You 
may need to move 
the drill to the  
outside of the  
shelter box to cut 
through the wall of 
the tote once you 
have the inside 
started. 

 

The Hole Saw 
You can invest in a 6" hole saw to 
make things easier but you can also 
do this with the utility blade and 
coffee can with a 6" diameter. A heat 
gun or hair dryer can help soften the 
plastic to make cutting easier. The 
hole saw is fast but creates a mist of 
vinyl, polyiso, plastic and adhesive 
into the air. Wear a mask! I also run 
the shop vac the whole time and 
collect the debris as it is produced. 

A 6" hole is usually an adequate size for most cats, and too small for most adult 
raccoons.  They can find a different shelter, this is for the CATS!! 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This is a nice clean cut hole 
drilled and ready for the door 
liner (wind and rain break) to 
be added. 

Directions below on how to 
cut and install one. 

Adding a door liner: 
This is nothing more than a simple disposable flowerpot, your left overs from 
planting flowers.  You can get these free from any nursery if you don't have 
your own or ask a friend or neighbor for some. 

Cut to size: 
The flowerpot can act as a wind break if you extend it a bit into the shelter. 
This step adds a liner to the entryway, it will help to keep side winds, rain and 
drafts from directly entering the shelter. It will also keep the cats away from 
the insulation from the drilling of the hole opening.  Cut the plastic flowerpot 
about halfway down, sand the cut edge smooth for the cats to enter and exit 
safely and easily. Slide the cut end in place through the shelter opening.   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Caulk into place, both the inside and outside of the flower pot opening for a 
great air and water proof entrance. 

Finished Assembly: 
The shelter should be stuffed with straw to provide an additional insulating 
capacity and comfort.  The shelter should be set off the ground, on 2x4s or 
bricks so any water accumulated inside can drain away.  A wet cat is a COLD 
cat. Put the lid of the tote in place, snap the lid tight, and put up a FOR RENT 
sign!  New tenants will move in quickly. 

I must stress that STRAW 
be used, NOT hay or 
blankets.  Hay posses a 
dusty problem and doesn't 
have the capacity to wick 
the water away, it will 
hold moisture and stay 
wet and damp.  A blanket 
or anything material will 
also get wet and damp, it 
will remain damp and 
freeze to a frozen hard 
surface.  STRAW is the 
only thing that will keep 
the cats happy, dry and 
warm. 

Lets all work together to keep them from the freezing 
cold, they deserve our help for a better quality of life!  
THANK YOU!! for all your effort.
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Be Sure to Let Dry Completly


