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About me 
 
I am an animal ecologist with 25 years’ experience researching the relationships between 
cats and wildlife. Over that time, I have published 35 peer-reviewed scientific papers in the 
field and supervised five graduate students researching cat-related topics. The research my 
students and I have undertaken covers feral cats remote from human habitation, the 
management of pet cats to reduce their interactions with wildlife, and ways to reduce the 
numbers of unowned cats in cities and suburbs. Over the years I have owned three cats 
myself and I am a life member of the Cat Welfare Society of Western Australia, although I 
stress that this is my personal submission and is not intended to represent the views of the 
Cat Welfare Society of Western Australia.  
 
Publishing the submission 
 
I consent to my submission, including my name, being published on the inquiry website.  
 
Terms of reference 
 
My submission focuses on TORs:  
 
(a)  The impact of cats on threatened native animals in metropolitan and regional settings.  
(c)  Welfare outcomes for cats under contained conditions.  
 
Recommendations 
 
Based on the evidence provided in the discussion of TORs (a) and (c), I recommend that the 
NSW government legislate to: 
 

• Enable local councils to implement cat containment requirements. This will have 
significant benefits for cat welfare because of a reduction in injuries to pet cats, 
as well as curtailing opportunities for cats to attack wildlife.  

• Allocate funding to local councils to support compliance with existing desexing, 
ID and registration regulations, as well as with containment in those jurisdictions 
where councils mandate the practice. Desexing, ID and registration complement 
containment by reducing behavioural problems in contained cats and improving 
the likelihood of returning escaped cats to their owners. Particular attention 
should be given to subsidizing costs for low-income owners, who are often 
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unable to comply with these valuable initiatives for financial reasons. Not to 
support them risks increased abandonment of pet cats. 

 
Evidence in support of these recommendations follows, organized under the headings of 
TORs (a) and (c). 
 
(a)  The impact of cats on threatened native animals in metropolitan and regional 

settings.  
 
I consider regional settings first, because the approaches undertaken by ecologists to 
establish cat impacts on wildlife in regional settings translate well to undertaking 
assessments in metropolitan settings. The main steps are: (i) establish that predatory actions 
are occurring, (ii) establish that predation is related to observed patterns of fauna decline 
and consistent with the biology of prey species, and (iii) experimental tests of the removal of 
cats on population numbers of prey species, or of the response of prey species introduced to 
areas where cats are present compared to where they are absent.  
 
Regional settings 
 
Cats remote from human habitation opportunistically hunt thousands of species, killing 
billions of animals annually (e.g., Fleming et al. 2022, Stobo-Wilson et al. 2022). While 
evidence of predation alone does not establish population impacts (Bomford et al. 1985), 
dietary studies are reinforced by:  
 

• correlations between cat introductions, their spread, and fauna decline (Dickman 
et al. 1993; Burbidge and Manly 2002)  

• the ecology and life history of declining species, confirming their susceptibility to 
cat predation (Fisher et al. 2014; Fleming et al. 2022)  

• experiments in which prey numbers recover after removing or excluding cats 
(Risbey et al. 2000, Frank et al. 2014, Cove et al. 2018, 2019, Tuft et al. 2021), or 
where faunal reintroductions fail where cats are present, but succeed elsewhere.  

 
In combination, the evidence from these approaches indicates that cats remote from human 
habitation are implicated in multiple fauna extinctions and threaten many extant species 
(Doherty et al., 2016, 2017). While cats’ impacts may interact with environmental 
disturbances (Stokeld et al. 2018, 2022), cats are a significant threat because of high 
population densities, diverse habitat use and intense activity within their home ranges 
(Hamer et al., 2021). 
 
Metropolitan settings 
 
Cities are important globally for biodiversity conservation (Yencken et al. 2000, Gaston et al. 
2005; Ives et al. 2016; Lepczyk et al., 2023), which highlights the importance of considering 
cat predation as a source of mortality. Studies on the relationship between pet cats and 
urban wildlife follow broadly the methods used in studying cats in regional settings, first 
establishing the extent of hunting and then going further to establish specific impacts on 
urban wildlife populations.  
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Significant points relating to the potential impact of cat predation in metropolitan settings 
are: 
 
1. There is no doubt that many pet cats hunt: 
 

• Human subsidies maintain cats at high densities near habitation, causing high 
predation pressure (Lepczyk et al. 2003), compounded by indirect pressures 
caused when wildlife avoid cats (Bonnington et al. 2013).  

• Initial studies recorded animals brought home by cats, although later studies 
using collar-mounted cameras confirmed that cats only return small, 
unrepresentative fractions of their kills (Seymour et al. 2020).  

• Some owners fit collar-worn anti-predation devices or use other husbandry 
practices to reduce hunting (Pemberton and Ruxton 2020). Similarly, some non-
owners deter roaming cats with motion-activated alarms or sprinklers (Nelson et 
al. 2006). This is evidence that at least some owners are concerned about their 
cat’s hunting activities and that some non-owners are either concerned about 
cats’ hunting behaviour or are annoyed by incursions of cats on their property. 

  
2. Documented cases of impacts on wildlife caused by predation by pet or stray cats in 

cities and towns include: 
 

• Predation by a single stray, desexed cat and one pet cat caused the total 
breeding failure of a colony of endangered Fairy terns, negating all conservation 
efforts to protect and support the colony (Greenwell et al. 2019). 

• A suburban garden population of the lizard Ctenotus fallens was extirpated in a 
few months by a single pet cat (Bamford and Calver 2012). 

• Over a 15-year study in the Perth hills, Western Australia, c. 10% of nests of the 
Splendid Fairy-wren were destroyed by cats (Rowley et al. 1991). 

• Cat predation caused 17.8% of mortality of Eastern barred bandicoots, mostly 
juveniles and sub-adults (Dufty 1994). 

• One pet cat extirpated a local NSW population of the Feather-tailed glider (Paton 
1993). 

• In Europe, bird banding data in France and Belgium show bird mortality from cat 
predation increased 50% between 2000 and 2015, coinciding with growth in the 
pet population – as significant a mortality as striking windows (Pavisse and 
Vangeluwe 2019).  

• There are also exceptions – e.g., Lilith et al. (2010) found that vegetation 
structure, not cat presence, drove small mammal numbers in Armadale, WA. 
They did not, though, test if other small mammals could be reintroduced 
successfully in areas of the most favourable vegetation structure, nor did they 
assess possible impacts on other fauna such as birds or lizards.  

 
Overall, the plausible risk of significant impacts from cat predation (with major problems 
identified clearly in some cases and uncertainty in others) justifies precaution (Calver et al. 
2011). Requiring conclusive evidence before action in each locality risks local extinctions 
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before intervention. Appropriate precautionary activities can be implemented at 
considerable benefit to the welfare of pet cats, as discussed under TOR (c). 
 
(c)  Welfare outcomes for cats under contained conditions.  
 
Cats are one of the very few domestic animals where it is socially acceptable for owners to 
allow them to roam at will, the others being homing pigeons and honeybees. Thus, the 
common concern that it is cruel to contain a cat implies cruelty to all other pets that are 
contained. Rather, I argue that the welfare of pet cats is enhanced under containment. 
Animal welfare bodies such as The Humane Society of the United States (HSUS 2024), People 
for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA undated) and RSPCA (2022) also recommend 
containing pet cats on their owners’ properties to reduce the well-known risks. 
 
1. Risks of the free-roaming lifestyle for pet cats include:  
 

• predation by dogs, foxes (more common in suburbia than many people realise), 
coyotes (in the USA), raptors and even pythons (Gehrt et al. 2013, Nation et al. 
2019) 

•  human persecution (CBC News 2015),  
• accidental ingestion of rat poison, household chemicals or other toxins (Moreau 

et al. 2003),  
• accident trauma (Calver et al. 2013),  
• exposure to infectious disease (Crawford et al. 2019) 
• fighting injuries (Calver et al. 2007).  

 
2. Internationally, numerous studies quantify the risks:  
 

• Of 4,591 Swedish cats registered for life insurance, Egenvall et al (2009) reported 
that 9% were killed in traffic accidents.  

• In Cambrésie, France, Moreau et al (2003) reported that 66 of the 259 cat deaths 
they investigated were accidental, including 27 road fatalities and 26 poisonings. 

• In a Pennsylvania, USA, emergency veterinary hospital, Kolata et al (1974) found 
that the most common causes of trauma in 121 cat cases were motor vehicles 
(16.3%), animal interaction (14.7%), falls (13.9%), crushes (10%) and unknown 
causes (39.5%).  

 
3. Data from Western Australia quantify the risks to cat welfare of allowing pet cats to 

roam in a specifically Australian context:  
 
• In one WA survey of 63 cat owners, 22% reported cats needing veterinary care 

following road accident trauma, 53% reported cats needing veterinary care for 
fighting injuries and 62% had owned cats killed in traffic (Calver et al. 2013).  

• In another WA study, over a monitoring period of six weeks in late spring/early 
summer 11 of the 62 outdoors cats were injured in fights. When 55 of these cats 
were followed over eight months two were poisoned, one lost a leg in a road 
accident, one broke her canines falling from a roof and four needed treatments 
for fighting injuries (Calver et al. 2007).  
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• Statistics such as these underpin the estimate that free-roaming cats live for an 
average of four years, compared to 15 years or more for cats contained on their 
owner’s property (Barrows 2004).  

 
4. Compelling as the figures are, they lack the raw emotional impact of the many videos 

posted online showing trauma to free-roaming cats, for example: 
 

• https://www.newsflare.com/video/147046/animals/cat-killed-by-van-caught-on-
cctv 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D5tCTtJUZL0 
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j5zp3vjDyQI 
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eYdUZdan5i8 

 
All too commonly, these are the fates for cats wandering off their owners’ premises.  

 
5. Contained cats may not perform a range of natural behaviours such as hunting, 

exploring, interacting with other cats or exercising (Tan et al. 2020). Containment is a 
risk factor for obesity and diabetes (Rochlitz 2005), as well as behavioural problems 
such as inappropriate urination (Amat et al. 2009; Sandøe et al. 2017). These risks can, 
though, be overcome. Cats can enjoy high quality of life when contained: 

  
• When care is taken to enrich the lives of contained cats, their quality of life (QOL) 

is not impaired (Kasbaoui et al. 2016) and QOL scores may exceed those of 
outdoor cats (Henning et al. 2023). Examples of enrichment activities for 
contained cats are listed in Appendix 1. 

• Desexing contained cats may prevent some behavioural problems such as urine 
spraying and fighting in multi-cat households. 

• ID and registration are still important for contained cats, because if a cat escapes 
these measures will facilitate its prompt return.  

• In assessing the responses of owners and cats to a commercial containment 
system that allowed contained outdoor access for pet cats, de Assiss and Mills 
(2021) claimed improvement QOL for both owners and pets, which they 
attributed to the owners’ perception of increased security.  

• When evaluating cat husbandry in Brazil, (Oliveira et al. 2023), concluded that ‘… 
caretakers who practice indoor management are more likely to have a positive 
relationship with their cats than those who practice outdoor management.’ 
Surely, that would benefit cat welfare. 

 
6. Finally, containment reduces greatly the risk that a pet cat will attack wildlife, while 

simultaneously improving its welfare.  
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Appendix 1.  Examples of enrichment activities for contained cats.  
 
Enrichment activity Reference 
Outdoor enclosure, sometimes called catios (Richards 2004; Rochlitz 

2005) 
Exercise on a leash or harness (Richards 2004; Ellis et al. 

2022) 
Vertical structures for climbing (Rochlitz 2005; Jongman 

2007) 
Elevated platforms for sitting (Rochlitz 2005; Jongman 

2007; Ellis et al. 2022) 
Soft bedding (Rochlitz 2005; Ellis et al. 

2022) 
Scratching surfaces (Rochlitz 2005; Jongman 

2007; Ellis et al. 2022) 
Areas to hide (Rochlitz 2005; Jongman 

2007; Ellis et al. 2022) 
Access to multiple rooms (Rochlitz 2005; Ellis et al. 

2022) 
Outside views (Ellis et al. 2022) 
Multiple environmental features to share in multi-cat 
households 

(Jongman 2007) 

Toys (Rochlitz 2005; Strickler 
and Shull 2013; Ellis et al. 
2022) 

Play with the cat (Rochlitz 2005; Strickler 
and Shull 2013) 

Training (Ellis et al. 2022) 
Type of food fed and method of feeding (e.g., problem 
solving for a food reward) 

(Rochlitz 2005; Ellis et al. 
2022) 

Companionship of other cats, other animals, or humans (Rochlitz 2005; Ellis et al. 
2022) 

Olfactory enrichment (Rochlitz 2005; Ellis et al. 
2022) 

Aural enrichment (cat music) (Ellis et al. 2022) 
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