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1. Executive Summary 
The New Zealand National Cat Management Group recognises the intrinsic value 
of cats as complex and sentient beings, their value as a companion animal in New 
Zealand, and their value to communities, and New Zealand society. The National 
Cat Management Group also recognises the importance of balancing the needs of 
cats, cat owners, and semi-owners/stray cat care providers with the potential 
negative impacts of cats on communities, other species, and ecosystems. The New 
Zealand National Cat Management Group Report outlines recommendations and 
supporting evidence to achieve humane management of cats in New Zealand to 
protect both cat welfare and our unique environment.  

Improved categorisation of cats which reflects the complexity of cat 
overpopulation is needed for successful management. The companion, stray, and 
feral cat categories have limited the ability to effectively manage cats in the past, 
particularly grouping all ‘stray’ cats; this category should include better 
differentiation among stray cats to inform management strategies. The divisions 
within each of the proposed categories in this report will enable effective and legal 
management of different types of cat populations, whilst also providing added 
safety for previously unprotected cats.  

The National Cat Management Group’s recommendations for cat management are 
based on assessing the existing literature and available resources concerning feral 
and domestic cat management strategies and feedback from stakeholder 
consultation. This is the third iteration of the report to include current research 
and changes in cat-related policies. 

Efforts to manage cats in New Zealand should be monitored and evaluated to 
determine their effectiveness in controlling cat populations and providing benefits 
to local wildlife. Robust evaluation of cat management programs will provide much-
needed information for other governments, cat advocates, and environmental 
organisations that undertake steps to address problems with cat overpopulation.  

Cat management is complex, and the interests of all parties should be considered 
in decision-making. There is no ‘one solution’ for humane cat management and 
environmental protection; instead, different solutions are needed for different 
contexts. Humane and effective cat management requires all stakeholders to work 
together to ensure the diverse values associated with cats (including the intrinsic 
value of cats as sentient beings, their value as companion animals, and the value 
of New Zealand's biodiversity) remain the guiding motivation for action. 
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1.1. Technical Note for the 2025 NCMG Report 
1. The name of the National Cat Management Strategy Group has been 

shortened to the National Cat Management Group.  
2. A note on ‘ownership.’ New Zealand’s Animal Welfare Act 1999 

acknowledges animal sentience. Whilst sentience is not defined by the Act, 
the Group feels that referring to sentient companion cats as being ‘owned’ 
is imperfect and does not reflect the group’s aspiration for cats and other 
‘owned’ animals to be treated with a higher degree of care than simply an 
‘owned’ chattel. Some members of NCMG would typically use labels such 
as ‘caregiver’ or ‘guardian’ to better reflect the desired level of 
responsibility and care towards ‘owned’ animals. 
However, should the NCMG’s recommendations be used to create 
legislation, the Group recognises the necessity to identify the ‘owner’ or 
‘person in charge’ of an animal as these terms are defined in the Animal 
Welfare Act. For this reason, ‘owner’ and ‘ownership’ are the default terms 
used in this document. 

3. In the report, the term ‘microchipping’ includes the implantation of a 
microchip into a cat and the registration of the microchip with owner 
details on a national database. We have shortened the phrasing to simply 
‘microchipping’ to improve readability and reduce the word count. 

4. The NCMG recognises the differences in the following terms:  
a. euthanasia: from Greek, meaning ‘a good death;’ a high welfare 

death, for the benefit of the animal; for example, to relieve suffering 
b. humane killing: the killing of an animal not for their benefit; for 

example, population management 
c. destruction: used in the legislation such as the Animal Welfare Act; 

term used for killing unwanted and introduced animals (e.g., pests); 
synonymous with humane killing 

In the report, the term ‘euthanasia’ is interchangeably used with the terms 
‘humane killing’ or ‘destruction’ when the term has been used in this manner 
in cited studies. 

5. In the report, the phrase ‘kept at home’ or ‘keeping cats at home’ is 
synonymous with cat containment, confinement, or restricting free 
roaming. 

6. At the completion of this work, Companion Animals New Zealand was 
finalising their regular pet population census. Some of the numbers listed 
are therefore preliminary and may change slightly when reported in their 
2025 publication. 
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1.2. NCMG’s Key Recommendations for Effective and 
Humane Cat Management 

1.2.1. Acknowledge that all cats are sentient.  

All legislation and plans to manage feral and domestic cats: 

• Must recognise cats are sentient beings under the Animal Welfare Act 1999. 
• Be informed by science and ethics to: 

o promote positive cat welfare and minimise harm to cat welfare 
o promote the value of cats to enhance the human-cat bond, advance 

responsible ownership, break down barriers preventing ownership, 
and reduce cat surrender and abandonment 

o determine the most humane approaches to stray and feral cat 
management 

• Use improved categories of cats to inform cat management. The following 
cat population categories provide the basis for a management framework: 

o feral cats 
o domestic cats 

▪ companion (owned) cats 
▪ stray cats 

• socialised stray cats (managed and unmanaged) 
• unsocialised stray cats (managed and unmanaged) 

1.2.2. Develop community education programmes. 

Community education programmes about the positive and negative impact of 
cats are enacted to: 

• promote the value of the human/cat relationship to increase positive 
human and cat welfare 

• reduce nuisance behaviour 
• reduce the risk of disease transmission 
• reduce the negative impacts of cats on biodiversity 

1.2.3. Develop strategic partnerships among organisations with an 
interest in cat management. 

Humane and effective cat management requires all stakeholders to work 
collaboratively, including the adoption of MOUs between major stakeholders. This 
collaboration will require ongoing communication and involvement of all cat 
stakeholders in decision-making processes. 
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1.2.4. Develop public engagement strategies. 

Develop public engagement strategies to understand community support for cat 
management and facilitate human behaviour change. 

Effective and humane cat management will require identifying and engaging local 
community members with an interest in cat management based on their 
relationship with cats. Public engagement is needed to understand the diverse 
values, beliefs, attitudes, and social norms related to cats. Public engagement can 
also include:  

• activities to educate and support human behaviour change 
• advancing Responsible Cat Ownership 
• humane non-lethal and lethal control of stray and feral cats 

1.2.5. Establish Government commitment to national cat management 
legislation.  

The enactment of a National Cat Management Act will allow for: 

• mandated, comprehensive, and consistent implementation of nationwide 
humane management of all cat populations in New Zealand and ensure that 
enforcement can occur under the legislation; and 

• the creation and implementation of local cat bylaws to assist with the 
humane management of cats. 

1.2.6. Establish a National Cat Management Advisory Committee. 

A National Cat Management Advisory Committee should oversee research, 
operationalise management plans, and coordinate and oversee the evaluation of 
management strategies. Funding and support from Government and other 
stakeholder groups will be necessary. An important component of the National Cat 
Management Advisory Committee will be the use of research to inform ongoing 
humane cat management strategies, including national allocation of resources, 
coordination, and priority setting. 

1.2.7. Establish local cat management advisory groups. 

Local governments should consider establishing cat management advisory groups 
with terms of reference that include:  

• introducing and monitoring cat management plans in coordination with 
national mandatory requirements; 
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• consulting with key local stakeholders and communities; and 
• identifying key metrics to evaluate the effectiveness of cat management 

plans. 

1.2.8. Establish Government leadership in toxoplasmosis management. 

Government leadership is needed in developing a national integrated, One Welfare 
approach to toxoplasmosis management to: 

• ensure consistent vaccine coverage for farmed animals; 
• support research into toxoplasmosis vaccine development for humans and 

other animals; 
• develop tools to measure the risk of toxoplasmosis on all farmed animal 

species, wildlife, and human health; 
• ensure implementation of integrated pest management on farms (e.g. 

rodents and feral cats) including improving management of animal feed and 
water; 

• ensure implementation of action plans to mitigate the risks of 
toxoplasmosis on marine wildlife; and 

• improve public education on toxoplasmosis to better understand the 
zoonotic risk to humans from infected cats and ways to minimise risk.  

1.2.9. Identify sensitive wildlife areas to be protected from cats. 

Sensitive wildlife areas should be identified nationally to assist with effective cat 
management strategies. Subsequently, implementing comprehensive and humane 
removal of cats from within those areas is required. Cats should be permanently 
removed and excluded from future, free-roaming re-inhabitation. 

1.2.10. Integrate best practice cat management nationally for all cats.  

Feral and domestic cat management should be integrated to ensure no gaps in 
responsibilities, laws, and initiatives, and to help streamline regional cat 
management. Individual cat movement between different populations is fluid, 
therefore, a coordinated and multifaceted approach through the development of 
a national cat management plan is needed to address all sources of cats in New 
Zealand’s cat population. This management plan should provide a framework for 
best practice management for companion, stray, and feral cats, and include: 

• the development of relevant Codes of Practice and Standard Operating 
Procedures for national cat management methods, to ensure consistency 
in cat management practises; 
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• the development of an auditing programme to promote compliance with 
best practice cat management; and 

• over time, moving to enforceable regulations and penalties for non-
compliance. 

Best practice responsible cat ownership  

Responsible cat ownership should include: 

• mandatory identification (microchipping) and desexing of all cats before 
puberty and the regulation of breeding; and 

• implementation of high-welfare cat containment along with education 
programmes to allow contained cats to express natural behaviours 
(mandatory in sensitive wildlife areas). 

Best practice stray cat management  

Stray cat management should aim to reduce the population of unowned cats 
humanely and effectively. Stray cat management should include the development 
and implementation of: 

• best practice Stray Cat (including colonies) Management Guidelines 
including managed and targeted trap-neuter-return (mtTNR) programmes. 

• a managed stray cat colony registry; and 
• nationwide programmes for semi-owners/stray cat care providers about 

responsible cat management that emphasise desexing, identification, and 
providing appropriate health care. 

Best practice cat management in sensitive wildlife areas 

Sensitive wildlife areas (as determined under existing legislation and as part of 
Recommendation 4 of this report) are unsuitable for mtTNR programmes. Where 
mtTNR is inappropriate due to the proximity of a sensitive wildlife area, the NCMG 
supports the judicious use of trap and rehome as a strategy for managing stray 
cats and public sentiment. Where no other humane and non-lethal approaches are 
available the NCMG reluctantly acknowledges that trap and humane killing 
methods for stray cats may be necessary to protect vulnerable native species. 
These methods are only acceptable if done according to best practice guidelines 
to safeguard cat welfare. 

1.2.11. Implement incremental changes to legislation. 

Legislative changes in cat management should be incremental to allow public 
education, acceptance, and compliance with new requirements. Incremental 
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changes in mandating the components of the plan will likely be needed to make it 
effective. These changes must come from central and local government and be 
implemented locally. 

1.2.12. Integrate robust monitoring and evaluation are integrated into all 
cat management strategies. 

Evaluation of cat management strategies is needed to determine their 
effectiveness and inform changes to ongoing cat management plans at the 
national and local levels and should include: 

• evaluation measures and processes for data collection agreed upon by all 
stakeholders; 

• positive and negative outcomes are publicly reported to ensure 
transparency; 

• assessment of the effect of owned and stray cat management strategies 
on feral cat numbers and their impacts on wildlife; 

• cat management strategies are improved as new evidence becomes 
available; and 

• creation and implementation of a centralised national database to track 
relevant cat management statistics. 

1.3. The National Cat Management Group 
The National Cat Management Group (NCMG) was formed in November 2014 to 
develop a national overarching strategy for responsible, compassionate, and 
humane cat management in New Zealand through a collaborative and proactive 
approach. See Appendix A for information about the purpose, goals and strategies 
of the New Zealand National Cat Management Group. 

The NCMG consists of seven national organisations that have an interest in cat 
management including the following: Local Government New Zealand, Predator 
Free New Zealand Trust; Veterinarians for Animal Welfare Aotearoa, Companion 
Animals New Zealand, New Zealand Veterinary Association, NZVA Companion 
Animal Veterinarians, and the Royal New Zealand Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals. The Ministry for Primary Industries is an observatory member, 
and the Department of Conservation is a technical advisory member. 

The NCMG recognises the benefits and value of cat ownership and supports 
responsible cat ownership while acknowledging the problems associated with cat 
overpopulation and feral cats. The NCMG advocates that all efforts to manage cats 
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should be humane, whether cats are owned as companions, live in communities as 
strays, or inhabit wild places as ferals. 

The NCMG recognises the challenges with effective management of cats being 
undermined by a lack of reliable data on the number of owned, stray, and feral cats, 
and the methods used to lethally and non-lethally manage cats.  

Cat management is complex, and the interests of all parties should be considered 
in decision-making. Collaboration between diverse national stakeholder 
organisations in the NCMG, and many others not yet involved, is the key to 
addressing these important issues. There is no single solution for humane cat 
management and environmental protection; different solutions are needed for 
different contexts.  

The NCMG developed this report to guide future decision-making for humane and 
effective cat management in New Zealand. 

1.4. Acknowledgements 
All parties contributed to the content of this document, and the primary writer was 
the SPCA Animal Welfare Science & Education Department. The financial 
contribution of the Companion Animals New Zealand and New Zealand Regional 
Councils is gratefully acknowledged. The contribution of RSPCA Australia is also 
gratefully acknowledged.  

1.5. Version History  
Version 3 | May 2025 (this version) 

Version 2 | November 2019 

Version 1  | September 2017 

 

  



National Cat Management Group Report 
Version 3 | June 2025 

Page 12 of 168 

2. Introduction 
New Zealand is home to millions of cats that have great value to people, 
communities, and New Zealand society. Cats and people living alongside each 
other also create a complex animal management problem. There are environmental 
and biodiversity costs, the potential for disease spread, community nuisance, and 
welfare concerns for cats. Addressing these issues creates ethical concerns about 
the euthanasia of thousands of healthy domestic cats and kittens, financial costs 
to organisations that manage unwanted domestic and feral cats, and emotional 
and moral stress for people involved.  

Currently, there is no national strategy for cat management in New Zealand. 
Considerable efforts have been made to address cat overpopulation and the 
adverse impacts of feral cats. However, the complexity of the problem makes 
effective cat management challenging with no overall national approach (Gepp, 
2019; Glen et al., 2023; Somerfield, 2019; Sumner et al., 2022). A new strategic 
approach to cat management is needed to mitigate the serious negative 
consequences of the owned, stray, and feral cat problem in New Zealand, and 
improve overall cat welfare. Evolving approaches to cat management will require a 
critical assessment of previous management strategies and a deeper 
understanding of cat populations and people.  
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3. Cat Management Should Protect Cat 
Welfare 
A strategic goal of the National Cat Management Group is that approaches to cat 
management protect cat welfare. People have an obligation to provide cats in their 
care with a good life, and if killed, all cats should have a humane death.  

3.1. Cat Welfare Matters 
A strategic outcome of the National Cat Management Group is for New Zealanders 
to recognise the intrinsic value of cats as sentient beings. 

Cats are recognised as sentient beings under the Animal Welfare Act 1999 (Animal 
Welfare Act 1999, a(i)). As sentient beings, cats have feelings that matter to them 
(see National Animal Ethics Advisory Committee, 2021). This report uses the Five 
Domains Model for animal welfare assessment to discuss cat welfare, and the 
welfare impacts of cat management (Littlewood et al., 2023; Mellor et al., 2020). 
According to the Five Domains Model, animal welfare is assessed as an animal’s 
mental state based on care-related inputs of nutrition, environment, health, and an 
animal’s behavioural interactions within their environment (Mellor et al., 2020). The 
Five Domains Model assesses both negative and positive states of welfare. Positive 
welfare includes having opportunities for agency, where an animal can voluntarily 
express goal-directed behaviour (Littlewood et al., 2023; Mellor et al., 2020).  

3.2. The Human-Cat Relationship and Cat Welfare 
A strategic outcome of the National Cat Management Group is that the human-
cat relationship is recognised as important for cat welfare. 

Cats and humans have a long history of a mutually beneficial relationship dating 
back almost 10,000 years (Driscoll et al., 2007, 2009; Haye et al., 2004; Turner, 
2013). Cats provide valuable contributions to human societies, such as pest 
control, and they are important as human companions (Driscoll et al., 2007, 2009; 
Lipinski et al., 2008; Ovenden et al., 2024). Humans may provide care to cats such 
as providing food, shelter, veterinary care, and social companionship, and human-
cat relationships are diverse (Adamelli et al., 2005; Crowley et al., 2020b; Ines et 
al., 2021; Ovenden et al., 2024; Zito, 2015).  

New Zealand has one of the highest cat ownership rates, with 38-42% of New 
Zealand households owning at least one cat (Companion Animals New Zealand 
[CANZ], 2025; van Heezik et al., 2010). Benefits associated with having a companion 
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cat include social enablement (Giles-Corti et al., 2005; Zimolag et al., 2009), 
companionship (Castelli et al., 2001; Siegel et al., 1999), improved quality of life for 
the elderly (Stasi et al., 2004; Zasloff, 1996), enhanced ability to cope with grief and 
stress (Rohlf et al., 2005), specific health benefits (Allen et al., 2001; Anderson, 
2004; Connell et al., 2007; Friedmann & Thomas, 1995; Jennings, 1997; Qureshi et 
al., 2009; Straede, 1993; Surma et al., 2022), and general health benefits (Grabka et 
al., 2007; Headey, 1999;), and benefits to children’s health and development 
(Caprilli & Messeri, 2006; Gao et al., 2020; Gagnon et al., 2004; Nagengast et al., 
1997; Platts-Mills, 2002; Ownby et al., 2003; Wu et al., 2002), especially in nurturing 
and social skills (Melson, 2003; Triebenbacher, 1999). 

Cats are also beneficial to society as working animals, for example, on farms and 
as occupational therapy animals (D’Arcy, 2011; Rijken et al., 2011). Although the 
impact of cats on ecosystems is generally considered negative, cats may also have 
positive impacts on ecosystems. Cats can control pest species such as rodents 
and rabbits, which in large numbers may cause considerable environmental 
damage (Bergstrom, 2009). 

Stray cats include animals that vary in their dependency on humans and sociability 
with humans. People who provide care to stray cats (i.e., semi-owners) report 
strong attachments to these cats, including companionship, a source of love, 
comfort, trust, purpose and enjoyment (Ma et al., 2023; Neal & Wolf, 2023; Scotney 
et al., 2023). People are motivated to care for stray cats based on animal welfare 
concerns and beliefs that their needs are similar to companion cats (Neal & Wolf, 
2023). A recent study in Australia found many people who care for stray cats also 
have cats of their own (Ma et al., 2023). 

Feral cats live in a wild state and do not have a relationship with people. This lack 
of relationship helps distinguish feral cats from unowned cats that live in human 
communities. Feral cats’ legal status as a pest throughout most of New Zealand is 
relatively uncontroversial (Palmer & Thomas, 2023; Sumner et al., 2021).  

Cats can be grouped into various population categories which make up a larger, 
interconnected network called a ‘meta-population’ (Alberthsen et al., 2013; Boone, 
2015; McDonald & Hodgson, 2021; McDonald et al., 2023; Miller et al., 2014; Webb, 
2008). The ‘meta-population’ includes aspects of the human-cat relationships, 
such as the human’s perception of ownership of the cat and feelings of 
responsibility for the cat, association time, attachment, caretaking and interaction 
behaviours, and the cat’s dependence on humans.  
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3.3. Recognising Different Types of Cats 
A strategic outcome of the NCMG is that categories of cats are improved, 
recognised, and used in New Zealand. 

The different populations/categories of cats inform how management strategies 
can more effectively target the source of the problem cats. For example, desexing 
programmes that aim to reduce reproduction will have little impact on cats that 
do not have an owner or carer willing to facilitate the desexing process (Alberthsen, 
2014).  

The cat population categories most used are described in the Code of Welfare: 
Companion Cats (2018):  

• feral cat: a cat which is not a stray cat, and which has none of its needs 
provided by humans. Feral cats generally do not live around centres of 
human habitation. Feral cat population sizes fluctuate largely independently 
of humans, are self-sustaining, and are not dependent on input from the 
companion cat population. 

• stray cat: a companion cat that is lost or abandoned and is living as an 
individual or in a group (colony). Stray cats have many of their needs 
indirectly supplied by humans and live around centres of human habitation. 
Stray cats are likely to interbreed with the unneutered [undesexed] 
companion cat population. 

• companion cat: a common domestic cat (including a kitten unless 
otherwise stated) that lives with humans as a companion and is dependent 
on humans for its welfare. 

The terms share a common basis: they describe some aspect of a cat’s 
relationship with humans, whether the cat is ‘owned’, confined, socialised, or 
dependent on humans (Code of Welfare: Companion Cats, 2018; Haspel & Calhoon, 
1990; Levy et al., 2003a,b; Marston & Bennett, 2009; Sumner et al., 2022; Toukhsati 
et al., 2007; Webb, 2008; Zasloff et al., 1998). These terms are inconsistently used 
in general and in the scientific and popular literature on cat overpopulation and 
management literature and can create confusion (Hughes et al., 2002; Slater, 2001; 
Toukhsati et al., 2007).  

The stray cat population includes the sub-population of managed cats that are 
fed or cared for by people and are largely ignored in formal management strategies 
(Levy et al., 2014; Sumner et al., 2022; Toukhsati et al., 2007; Zito et al., 2015b). 
Managed stray cats have also been called ‘semi-owned cats’, defined as cats that 
are fed or cared for often or always for at least one month by a person who does 

https://www.mpi.govt.nz/animals/animal-welfare/codes/all-animal-welfare-codes/code-of-welfare-companion-cats/#:~:text=The%20code%20of%20welfare%20for%20companion%20cats%20applies%20in%20all,of%20companion%20(pet)%20cats.
https://www.mpi.govt.nz/animals/animal-welfare/codes/all-animal-welfare-codes/code-of-welfare-companion-cats/#:~:text=The%20code%20of%20welfare%20for%20companion%20cats%20applies%20in%20all,of%20companion%20(pet)%20cats.
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not perceive ownership for the cat (Zito et al., 2015b). Managed stray cats may live 
in a group otherwise known as a colony.  

The NCMG recommends redefining the terms used to differentiate types of cats 
in New Zealand legislation to better reflect the cats that live in New Zealand and 
how they are managed.  

The cat population categories in this report include:  

• feral cat: unowned, unsocialised, and has no relationship with or 
dependence on humans; 

• domestic cat: 
o companion (owned) cat: considered owned by a person, sociable, 

and directly dependent on humans; and 
o stray cat: of varying sociability (social to unsocial), interactions with, 

and dependence on humans (ranging from managed to 
unmanaged). Cats in this category may be lost or abandoned 
companion cats or born stray. 

Unmanaged stray cats are not provided care by people. Managed stray cats are 
provided with some form of care (e.g., food, shelter, desexing, veterinary care) and 
may or may not be socialised. Stray cats may live as individuals or live in a group 
(i.e., a colony). 

The term domestic cat is used in this document to refer collectively to all cats with 
some dependence (direct or indirect) on humans including cats in the stray and 
companion (owned) categories. 

3.4. The Human-Cat Relationship and Cat Management 
The human-cat relationship underpins the welfare implications of different 
strategies used to manage companion, stray, and feral cats in New Zealand (Palmer 
& Thomas, 2023; Sumner et al., 2022).  

New Zealand cat owners are generally less accepting of restrictions on their cat’s 
lives (Bassett et al., 2020; Gates et al., 2019; Hall et al., 2016b; Linklater et al., 2019; 
Walker et al., 2017), which is consistent with owners in other countries (Grayson et 
al., 2002; Hall et al., 2016b; Lilith et al., 2006; Toukhsati et al., 2012b). A recent study 
in Auckland found that owners perceive practices such as restricting access to the 
outdoors as infringing on their cat’s choices, their interactions with the owner, and 
the owner’s lifestyle (Ovenden et al., 2024). 
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Although stray cats are designated a pest in some places in New Zealand, this does 
not mean that the New Zealand public finds their lethal control acceptable 
(Farnworth et al., 2014). The higher acceptability of non-lethal methods for stray 
cats than for feral cats in one New Zealand survey was influenced by a person’s 
occupation, gender, and the degree of urbanisation where they live (Farnworth et 
al., 2011). However, the differences in acceptability could be related to how lethal 
control is conducted. Half of the survey respondents in a New Zealand study 
thought stray cats should be assessed and euthanised (Gates et al., 2019), but this 
was categorically different to lethal management which included traps, shooting, 
and poison. People may be unaware of stray cats living in their communities (Gates 
et al., 2019) which has implications for whether they are concerned about their 
welfare. Where the relationship between humans and cats becomes increasingly 
distant, a decreased concern about the humaneness of methods for controlling 
cats is noted; however, non-lethal control methods are more favoured for stray 
cats than feral cats (Farnworth et al., 2014). 

Semi-owners/stray cat care providers are key stakeholders in the cat 
overpopulation problem (Alberthsen, 2014; Ma et al., 2023; Neal & Wolf, 2023; 
Scotney et al., 2023; Toukhsati et al., 2007; Zito, 2015, Zito et al., 2015b). People who 
provide care to stray cats are an important target for initiatives aimed at managing 
stray cats. However, semi-owners/stray cat care providers may not consider 
themselves to be cat owners and are unlikely to comply with regulations and other 
measures directed at cat owners (Ma et al., 2023; Neal & Wolf, 2023; Zito et al., 
2015b). Therefore, it is necessary to address this cat population and associated 
human care providers with strategies specifically designed for this group. 

The public, conservationists, and cat advocates are more accepting of lethal 
control of feral cats (Farnworth, 2011; Nguyen et al., 2022; Palmer & Thomas, 2023), 
which has been linked to the lack of the human-cat relationship. Distinguishing feral 
cats as distinct from stray and companion cats may indicate reduced empathy for 
feral cats (Palmer & Thomas, 2023; Somerfield, 2019) or it may promote less 
concern. Ascribing a cat with the status of a pest can impact concern about their 
welfare (Farnworth et al., 2014). Studies in New Zealand have also found the public 
is more concerned about the impacts of feral cats, unmanaged strays, and colony 
cats on native and non-native wildlife compared to companion cats (Ovenden et 
al., 2024; Walker et al., 2017). Concerns for their welfare are mostly focused on 
humanely killing them, which often comes down to the method used (e.g., shooting, 
trapping, poisoning), rather than the actual act of killing (Deak et al., 2019; Palmer 
& Thomas, 2023). Non-lethal control methods for feral cats are preferred over 
lethal control methods by the public; however, inadequate justification and use of 
lethal control may be poorly supported by the public (Farnworth et al., 2014). 
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4. The Need to Manage Cats in Urban, 
Rural, and Wild Environments 
A strategic goal of the National Cat Management Group is for the negative impacts 
of current cat management on domestic cat welfare, communities, and 
ecosystems to be recognised, understood, and better defined. 

4.1. The Negative Impacts of Current Cat Management 
on Domestic Cat Welfare 
A strategic outcome of the National Cat Management Group is for the negative 
impacts of current cat management on the welfare of companion and stray cats 
to be recognised, understood, and defined.  

4.1.1. Abandonment and Surrender of Companion Cats 

The frequent surrender of companion cats to animal shelters reduces the number 
of placements available for social stray cats needing homes. A detailed review of 
cat surrender and abandonment is beyond the scope of this paper, but it is 
extensively documented in the literature (e.g. Baquero et al., 2017; Casey et al., 
2009; DiGiacomo, 1998; Kass, 2005; Ly et al., 2021; Marston & Bennett, 2009; Miller 
et al., 1996; Rinzin et al., 2008; Salman et al., 1998, 2000; Sandøe et al., 2019; Shore 
et al., 2005; Weng & Hart, 2021). 

Abandoned companion cats face welfare harms and can add to stray cat 
populations (Castillo & Clark, 2003; Levy et al., 2003a; Natoli et al., 2006; Richards 
et al., 2004). Cat abandonment can be associated with many different 
circumstances, including: 

• tenants moving out of a rental property/home leaving their cat behind; 
• tenants with companion cats are unable to find a rental property that 

permits cats;  
• a human-cat bond that is not established or disrupted (often due to health 

or behavioural issues) thereby devaluing the relationship; 
• companion cats not being desexed and having litters of unplanned kittens 

which are then abandoned; and 
• the cat is not microchipped and registered (i.e., the cat cannot be traced 

back to the owner). 
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4.1.2. Kittens 

There are higher rates of kitten morbidity and mortality in high-density free-
roaming cat populations (Izawa & Ono 1986; Gunther & Terkel, 2002; Gunther et 
al., 2011; Mirmovitch, 1995; Nutter et al., 2004a). Gunther et al. (2018) found that in 
free-roaming cat populations, kittens had a significantly higher prevalence of 
emaciation and thinness, the lowest body condition scores, and a higher 
prevalence of severe disability or injury compared to undesexed adult cats.  

Kittens under six months of age made up the largest proportion of owner-
surrender cats at a shelter in Australia (Marston & Bennett, 2009). Unplanned 
kittens that enter the shelter system can often be in a poor state of welfare, 
including disease and upper respiratory infections (Marston & Bennett, 2009). An 
average of 30% of kittens that came into SPCA Centres were categorised as not 
healthy at intake. Not healthy categories include Dead on Arrival; Unhealthy Not 
Treatable; Unhealthy Treatable (urgent); and Unhealthy Treatable (non-urgent) 
(SPCA Intake Health Data: Jan 2021-Jul 2023).  

4.1.3. Health Risks for Undesexed Cats 

Undesexed cats are at an increased risk of developing certain forms of cancers: 

• 16.3% of all tumours are mammary gland tumours, making this the second 
most common tumour in cats (Vascellari et al., 2009). 8.2% of tumours in a 
Swiss feline cancer registry (1965-2008) were mammary gland tumours 
(Graf et al., 2016). Previously reports found a 2.5% incidence of mammary 
gland tumours in female cats and make up 12% of all tumours making this 
the third most common tumour (Dorn et al., 1968; Verstegen & Onclin, 
2003).  

• >90% of mammary gland tumours in cats are malignant (Dorn et al., 1968; 
Hampe & Misdorp, 1974; Hayes et al., 1981). A study with a Swiss feline 
cancer registry found that 83% of mammary tumours were malignant (Graf 
et al., 2016). 

• Japanese and Siamese breeds are at increased risk of mammary tumours 
(Graf et al., 2016; Verstegen & Onclin, 2003). 

Pyometra (infection in the uterus) risk increases significantly with age for female 
cats (Hagman et al., 2014; Potter et al., 1991). 

Undesexed companion cats have significantly shorter lifespans than desexed 
companion cats (Hamilton et al., 1969; Kent et al., 2022; O'Neill et al., 2015). Being 
undesexed is a risk factor for cats developing degenerative joint disease (Lascelles 
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et al., 2010; Slingerland et al., 2011), which is considered a leading cause of chronic 
pain in cats (Robertson et al., 2010). 

4.1.4. Free-Roaming Cats and Risks 

Free-roaming companion cats 

Cats face many risks to their health and welfare when allowed unrestricted roaming 
including disease transmission, injury or death from traffic, fighting, dogs and 
human cruelty (Bruce et al., 2019; Conroy et al., 2019; Loyd et al., 2013b; Machado 
et al., 2021; Rochlitz, 2003a, 2003b, 2004a, 2004b; Tan et al., 2020; Toukhsati et 
al., 2012b; Wilson et al., 2017).  

New Zealand companion cat home ranges vary by sex, age, individual, desexing 
status, and degree or urbanisation (Hall et al., 2016b; Kays et al., 2020; Metsers et 
al., 2010; van Heezik et al., 2010). Companion cats in urban New Zealand have an 
average home range of 1.74 ha to 6.8 ha (Kays et al., 2020; van Heezik et al., 2010; 
Wood et al., 2016). Cats are observed to have larger home ranges at night than 
during the day (Metsers et al., 2010) and therefore may be more at risk if allowed 
to roam at night. In a New Zealand study, suburban-owned cats fitted with 
individual cameras were found to engage in a high frequency of potentially life-
threatening behaviours including road crossings, encounters with other cats, 
consumption of potentially toxic substances, and exploration of storm drain 
systems and house roofs (Bruce et al., 2019). Similar risk behaviours have been 
documented for owned cats in the United States (Loyd et al., 2013b).  

Stray cats 

Anthropogenic pressures on free-roaming cat health, behaviour, and lifespan 
concern many cat welfare advocates (Calver et al., 2022; Crawford et al., 2019; 
Finkler et al., 2011b; Jessup, 2004; Levy et al., 2003b; McManus et al., 2014). 
Undesexed stray male cats are at higher risk of traffic accidents, injuries, bite 
wounds, and disease transmission compared to desexed males (Finkler et al., 2011b; 
Gunther et al., 2015; 2018). Gunther et al. (2015) raised concerns about the welfare 
of free-roaming cats living in highly developed and crowded cities in Israel based 
on the high number of public complaints related to cat injuries and distress. Higher 
incidences of welfare problems were associated with higher levels of breeding and 
numbers of kittens. 

The presence of disease and parasites in cats varies with location (reviewed by 
Crawford et al., 2019). The baseline health status and infection rates of FIV (Feline 
Immunodeficiency Virus), FeLV (Feline Leukaemia Virus), Cryptosporidium spp., 
Giardia spp., and Toxocara cati of colony cats have been found similar for stray 
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and owned cats (Lee et al., 2002; Levy et al., 2006; Luria et al., 2004; Nutter, 2006). 
However, there is evidence that stray cats are at greater risk of infectious diseases 
and parasites including:  

• A significantly higher percentage of stray cats living in colonies had cat flu 
compared to individual stray cats or owner-relinquished cats at shelter 
admission in Australia (Marston & Bennett, 2009). 

• A higher incidence of FIV in stray cats (21-25%) compared to companion 
cats (8%) in Australia (Norris et al., 2007).  

• A New Zealand study found FIV seroprevalence was 13.7% for all cats, with 
seroprevalence higher in stray cats (17.8%) compared to owner-
relinquished cats (7.5%) (Gates et al., 2017).  

• Stray cats had higher seroprevalence of Bartonella henselae and 
Toxoplasma gondii (T. gondii) compared to owned cats in some studies, 
likely related to greater exposure of stray cats to the vectors or hosts of 
these organisms (Dubey, 1973; Nutter, 2006).  

• One study of stray cats in Brazil found fleas were present on 28% of the 
cats, and Haemobartonella felis, piroplasmas (Cytauxzoon spp. or Babesia 
spp.) and FIV infected 38%, 47% and 21% of the cats respectively. No cat 
was found to be infected with FeLV (Mendes-de-Almeida et al., 2004). 

There are varying reports about the welfare of stray cats. It is important to 
distinguish stray cats that are desexed and provided care from those that are not. 
Calver et al. (2022) found that 21.9% of stray cats trapped in Auckland needed 
veterinary treatment. Zito et al. (2019) compared managed and unmanaged stray 
cats to companion cats and found these different groups of cats had comparable 
injury rates and had consistent assessments of good welfare, and unmanaged 
stray cats’ quality of life scores were fair-to-good. Welfare concerns for stray cats 
have been voiced as an ethical concern with TNR (Calver et al., 2022; Crawford et 
al., 2019; Read et al., 2020). TNR and cat welfare are further discussed in section 
4.2.2. 

4.2. The Negative Impacts of Domestic Cats on Human 
Communities  

4.2.1. Nuisance Behaviours 

A strategic outcome of the National Cat Management Group is for nuisance 
behaviours of owned and stray cats in communities to be recognised, understood, 
and better defined.  
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Many normal cat behaviours, including defecation and digging in gardens, fighting, 
noise, spraying, and damaging property can be a source of nuisance. The presence 
of stray cats on private property can also be a source of nuisance.  

Cat predation on wildlife can cause considerable community concern. Many 
communities take steps to protect native animals and invertebrates through the 
removal of predators; however, they are limited in preventing predation by 
companion cats. This is particularly a problem during the fledgling period for birds 
and when cats live near areas with wildlife vulnerable to cat predation. Small 
companion animals such as rabbits and guinea pigs, aviary birds and fowl can be 
stalked, disturbed, harassed and even killed by cats (e.g. Stewart, 2014). 

Deterring cats from properties to reduce nuisance often falls on the person 
experiencing the nuisance and uses both evidence-based and anecdotal methods. 
Evidence-based approaches include:  

• Physical excluders such as fencing can be effective when designed 
correctly (Moseby et al., 2006; Robley et al., 2007). Existing fences can be 
modified with attachments that exclude cats including roller bars, netting, 
and plastic or metal sheeting. 

• Ultrasonic deterrent devices are available, but the effectiveness of these 
devices varies (Crawford et al., 2018; Mills et al., 2000; Nelson et al., 2006).  

Anecdotal approaches to deter cats from digging include lining newly planted 
areas with chicken wire and laying large flat river rocks. Motion-activated sprinklers 
are considered effective at deterring cats, but there is no research available to 
support this claim. Chemical and spray deterrents are available in stores, but these 
options have not been well studied. At least one study in The Netherlands found 
seven different sprays to be ineffective in deterring toileting behaviour and acted 
as an attractant for some cats (Schilder, 1991). Mothballs are not recommended 
because they are toxic to cats (and dogs; Norkus, 2018), and may attract cats. 
Similarly, citrus peels are recommended as a deterrent (Mills et al., 2000), however, 
citrus may be toxic to cats (Plumlee, 2012). 

4.2.2. Zoonotic Disease 

A strategic outcome of the National Cat Management Group is for the impacts of 
cats on human health to be recognised, understood, and addressed.  

Cats can have positive impacts on human health (see Section 2.2). However, cats 
can also be a risk to people through zoonotic disease transmission (diseases 
transmissible between humans and other animals; Dubey et al., 2009; Fakhri et al., 
2018; Lappin et al., 2019).  
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Ringworm is a fungal skin infection transmitted from animals, including cats, to 
humans (Chermette et al., 2008), particularly children (Gräser et al., 2018; 
Havlickova et al., 2008). The most commonly transmitted ringworm species in cats 
is Microsporum canis (M canis) and transmission also occurs with Trichophyton 
species (Chermette et al., 2008; Moriello et al., 2017; Thompson, 1999). Cats with 
clinical lesions pose a risk of M. canis transmission to humans (Cafarchia et al., 
2006; Ihan et al., 2016). Cats can be asymptomatic carriers of M. canis (Cafarchia 
et al., 2006; Ihan et al., 2016) with high variation (0-88%) likely related to 
environment and management factors (Mignon & Losson, 1997). Flea infestation in 
cats and subsequent environmental contamination with flea larvae and eggs can 
result in flea bites and flea bite allergy and disease in humans (Companion Animal 
Parasite Council, 2017).  

Inadvertent ingestion of intestinal roundworm eggs (Toxocara cati or T. cati) from 
contamination of the environment by cat faeces (particularly sand pits and 
gardens where children play) can result in visceral larvae migrans (Fakhri et al., 
2018; Woodhall et al., 2014). This is a syndrome of organ inflammation associated 
with the migration of worm larvae through the body. In some cases, migration of 
the larvae through the body can cause permanent loss of eyesight (Woodhall et 
al., 2014). Although extremely rare in New Zealand, the larval stages of some 
hookworm species infecting cats (Ancylostoma spp., Uncinaria stenocephala) can 
migrate through human skin resulting in cutaneous larva migrans (Bowman et al., 
2010; Manning et al., 2006). Transcutaneous infection with hookworm usually 
causes localised irritation of the feet and, occasionally, more generalised illness 
(Bowman et al., 2010).  

Humans can also be affected by mites (Cheyletiella spp.) from cats (Wagner & 
Stallmeister, 2008).  

Cat bites and scratches can transmit feline oral bacteria in bite wounds creating 
localised pain and infection. Transmission of the bacteria, Bartonella henselae can 
cause cat scratch fever (or cat bite fever; Breitschwerdt et al., 2010). Infection from 
Bartonella henselae is most common in children and adolescents and can result in 
flu-like clinical signs, including fever, swelling in the lymph nodes and, in some 
cases, serious disease (Chomel et al., 2006; Florin et al., 2008).  

Cats are the only definitive host of the protozoa T. gondii, responsible for causing 
the disease, toxoplasmosis (Stelzer et al., 2019). Cats become infected with T. 
gondii after ingesting infected prey animals (intermediate hosts). Stray and feral 
cats and companion cats with outdoor access generally have higher 
seroprevalence compared to indoor cats (see Roberts et al., 2021). Although 
disease from infection with T. gondii is rare in cats, infection in a pregnant cat can 



National Cat Management Group Report 
Version 3 | June 2025 

Page 24 of 168 

cause foetal death, abortion, stillbirths, and more rarely death of young kittens 
(Calero-Bernal et al., 2019; Dubey et al., 2020). 

Signs of illness from T. gondii infection in cats are not commonly observed. 
Breathing difficulty caused by pneumonia is the most common sign of disease, 
followed by fever, loss of appetite, weight loss, and lethargy (Calero-Bernal et al., 
2019; Dubey et al., 2020). Less common signs of disease in cats from T. gondii 
include inflammatory eye problems (uveitis and retinitis), liver disease (hepatitis) 
causing jaundice, neurological (nervous) signs (e.g., tremors or seizures), lymph 
node enlargement, vomiting and diarrhoea, and muscle pain (Calero-Bernal et al., 
2019; Dubey et al., 2020).  

Cats can shed millions of infectious oocysts in their faeces into the environment, 
however, this only occurs during the first 2-3 weeks after the cat is initially infected 
or if an infected cat becomes immunocompromised later in life (Dubey et al., 
2009). Oocysts can persist in the environment for 18 months or longer (Dubey et 
al., 2009).  

Most toxoplasmosis infection in humans occurs through two main pathways: the 
ingestion of oocysts directly from the environment (for example, from garden soil, 
sand pits, and unwashed vegetables) or from tissue cysts in improperly cooked 
meat (Dubey, 2006). In most humans, infection is mild and self-limiting, but 
generalised infection can occur and lead to neurological disease in 
immunocompromised people (Dubey, 2006). Pregnant women with no previous 
exposure to T. gondii organism are at increased risk of complications of 
toxoplasmosis including foetal infection causing abortion, stillbirth, or birth of 
children with central nervous system defects and other permanent damage (Cook 
et al., 2000). The prevalence of human infection with toxoplasmosis has been 
reported as high as 100% in Brazil in some surveys, with infection more common in 
warmer climates (Dubey, 2021). Additionally, there are reported decreases in 
seroprevalence in the US and some European countries (Cressy & Lake, 2015; 
Dubey, 2021). Seroprevalence in New Zealand has been reported between 20-40% 
and is consistent with Australia, Chile, some parts of Europe, Africa, the Middle East, 
and India (Cressy & Lake, 2015).  

Ingestion of T. gondii tissue cysts in improperly cooked meat is the most common 
mode of human toxoplasmosis infection, people preparing and eating meat should 
ensure that separate utensils and cutting boards are used to prepare raw meat 
and other foods, that the meat is thoroughly cooked and that any utensils, cutting 
boards, dishes, and other items that have been in contact with raw meat are 
thoroughly washed. Improvements in T. gondii control that can minimise harm to 
humans and other animals are discussed in section 3.2. 
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There are also gastrointestinal infections (for example, Cryptosporidia, 
Campylobacter, Salmonella etc.) and other infectious diseases (for example, 
Chlamydia spp.) that represent a zoonotic risk to those in contact with animals, 
including cats, or their faeces (Tzannes et al., 2008). 

Cat zoonoses can be managed, therefore, emphasis should focus on educating 
people about who is most at risk of transmission of zoonotic disease, and how to 
reduce risk largely through simple husbandry and hygiene measures, and providing 
good health care to cats, including the following: 

• parasite control for cats (including deworming and flea control) as directed 
by a veterinarian; 

• vaccination of small ruminants to reduce the environmental load of T. gondii 
(European Food Safety Authority, 2013); 

• good hygiene practices: particularly encouraging children to wash their 
hands after playing in sand pits, playgrounds, and the garden, and after 
touching cats;  

• prompt collection and disposal of cat faeces from litter trays and the 
environment. Pregnant women should avoid emptying cat litter trays and 
wear gloves when handling litter or soil; 

• covering sandpits and other play areas when not in use; and 
• seeking veterinary advice for an unwell cat and immediate attention for 

urgent situations. 

4.3. The Impact of Cats on Pastoral Industries  
A desired outcome of the National Cat Management Group is for the negative 
impacts of cats on New Zealand’s pastoral industries to be recognised, 
understood, and addressed.  

The presence of cats (feral and domestic) in New Zealand impacts pastoral 
industries through the transmission of disease to grazing species. The most 
important disease of concern in New Zealand is the protozoal infection 
toxoplasmosis. T. gondii is one of the most successful parasitic organisms globally 
and is widespread throughout New Zealand. This protozoal parasite can infect all 
warm-blooded animals (reviewed by Stelzer et al., 2019).  

Cats living on farms are considered a risk factor for transmission of toxoplasmosis 
to livestock including pigs, sheep, goats, chickens and other poultry, cattle, horses 
and other equids, and deer (Gotteland et al., 2014; Kijlstra et al., 2004; Simon et al., 
2017; Stelzer et al., 2019). Faecal contamination of the environment by cats is the 
primary source of infection for pastoral species; these animals may ingest both 
oocyst-contaminated feed and water (Dubey, 2009; Stelzer et al., 2019). For 
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omnivorous species, such as pigs, consuming rodents infected with T. gondii is also 
a transmission pathway (Kijlstra et al., 2004; Stelzer et al., 2019). 

Some studies have found no relation or a protective factor between the presence 
of cats and risks of T. gondii transmission, indicating that cats alone may not be a 
risk factor; rather preventing feed and water contamination through proper farm 
hygiene and rodent control is recommended to reduce transmission of T. gondii 
to farmed animals (Stelzer et al., 2019).  

Globally, sheep are commonly infected with T. gondii (Dubey, 2009; Stelzer et al., 
2109). In New Zealand, between 85% to 61% were positive for T. gondii depending 
on the titre concentration (Dempster et al., 2011). Although this study did not 
include a representative sample, authors found a high degree of exposure across 
flocks in all regions (the West Coast was not included in the study) and a higher 
level of exposure to T. gondii for flocks on the North Island compared to the South 
Island (Dempster et al., 2011). 

The welfare problems related to toxoplasmosis are a result of physical health 
problems from infection and co-occurrence with other diseases (Stelzer et al., 
2019). Based on the Five Domains Model, health is a functional aspect of welfare 
and poor health can lead to negative mental impacts on an animal (Mellor & 
Beausoleil, 2015). For example, respiratory problems from toxoplasmosis infection, 
including laboured breathing, can lead to a negative mental state of breathlessness 
(Beausoleil & Mellor, 2014). Table 1 lists studies describing the negative impacts of 
toxoplasmosis on animal health. 
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Table 1: Animal welfare-related impacts of T. gondii (adapted from 
Seltzer et al., 2019) 

Study Animal Welfare-related problems 

Basso et al., 2013; Hou et al., 
2018; Jiang et al., 2013; Kim 
et al., 2009; Klein et al., 
2010; Li et al., 2010; Olinda 
et al., 2016 

Pigs co-occurrence with other diseases, 
respiratory problems, multi-systemic wasting 
syndrome, fever, dyspnoea, subcutaneous 
haemorrhage, abortion, enlargement and 
necrosis of liver and spleen, neurological signs, 
depression, poor mental state, apathy, and 
poor general condition, anorexia, weight loss, 
mortality 

Buxton et al., 1982; Buxton 
et al., 1988; Buxton & 
Losson, 2007; Castano et 
al., 2016; Dubey, 1981; 
Esteban-Redondo et al., 
1999; McColgan et al., 1988 

Sheep, 
lambs 

fever, lack of appetite in ewe, weakness 

Burrells et al., 2018; Costa 
et al., 1977; Esteban-
Redondo et al., 1999; 
Munday, 1978; Stalheim et 
al., 1980; Wiengcharoen et 
al., 2011 

Cattle parasitaemia 

James et al., 2017; Schale et 
al., 2018 

Horses co-occurrence with equine protozoal 
myeloencephalitis (EPM) 

Dubey, 1985; Dubey & 
Desmonts, 1987 

Horses, 
ponies 

mild fever 

 

Chickens, turkeys, ducks, and geese rarely show clinical signs or show no clinical 
signs of T. gondii infection (Stelzer et al., 2019). 

Globally, toxoplasmosis has been linked with abortions in pigs, sheep, and goats 
(Dubey, 2009; Stelzer et al., 2019). Toxoplasmosis infection can result from a dam’s 
ingestion of oocysts, from an infected dam to the foetus in utero, from an infected 
ram to dam through semen, and from an infected dam to offspring through milk 
(Stelzer et al., 2019). In New Zealand pastoral industries, toxoplasmosis infection 
poses economic impacts on livestock industries, related to abortion in sheep 
(Dempster et al., 2011) and deer (Patel et al., 2019). Infection with T. gondii is the 
second most common cause of abortion in sheep (Beef and Lamb New Zealand, 
2016). In 2014, toxoplasmosis cost the sheep industry in the Hawke’s Bay region of 
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New Zealand approximately $18 million (Walker, 2014). The costs of toxoplasmosis 
to the farming industry are incurred through: 

• loss of lambs through abortion, either low-level insidious losses or large-
scale abortion events; 

• birth of weak non-viable lambs that fail to thrive and subsequently die; 
• culling of fertile ewes that are assumed to be barren through undetected 

abortions; 
• cost of vaccination of ewes to reduce the impact of the disease; and 
• time spent managing all of the above. 

A single-dose vaccine for toxoplasmosis available in New Zealand can help reduce 
ewe abortions and foetal loss (Dempster et al., 2011; Dubey, 2009). Vaccinating 
animals such as sheep may help reduce zoonotic transmission of toxoplasmosis 
to humans (Innes et al., 2019).  

Removing feral and stray cats from farming communities may reduce the risk of 
toxoplasmosis, however, it will not prevent transmission altogether as companion 
cats will continue to act as reservoirs for the disease. Rodent population control is 
required to reduce the risk of toxoplasmosis on farms as rodents are an important 
link in the transmission of toxoplasmosis to previously uninfected cats or directly 
to animals such as pigs (Kijlstra et al., 2004). T. gondii highlights the interconnection 
between animal welfare, human well-being, and the environment. Improving control 
of T. gondii will benefit animals and reduce the risks to human health.  

4.4. The Impact of Cats on Biodiversity 
A desired outcome of the National Cat Management Group is for the negative 
impacts of cats on native biodiversity to be recognised, understood, and defined.  

Cat predation on New Zealand’s native species, including native birds, lizards, 
mammals, frogs, and invertebrates is well documented (see Doherty et al., 2016; 
Glen et al., 2023). Cats have a significant negative impact on rare and threatened 
native bat and bird species, particularly birds that rest, feed, or nest on the ground 
or in low vegetation, and across diverse habitats also including dense forests, 
braided riverbeds, alpine areas, and semi-urban and rural environments (Farnworth 
et al., 2013b; Fitzgerald et al., 1985; Gillies & Clout, 2003; Gordon et al., 2010; Kemp 
et al., 2023; Norbury & Heyward, 2008; van Heezik et al., 2010). Despite the 
accumulating evidence that cats negatively impact native wildlife, there remain 
many unknown questions about how cat density, individual behaviour and physical 
traits, and habitat complexity relate to impacts on wildlife, and how the removal of 
cats from an environment will impact native wildlife (see Glen et al., 2023). 
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Cat predation represents a significant cause of mortality for some bird and reptile 
species in urban locations (Baker et al., 2005; Borkin et al., 2022; Gartrell et al., 
2023; Greenwell et al., 2019; van Heezik et al., 2010). Cats commonly kill sick, old, 
and injured birds, fledglings, and those that fall from nests (Baker et al., 2008; Møller 
& Erritzoe, 2000). As a result, cat predation may represent a compensatory rather 
than additive form of mortality in birds, although this likely varies with cat and prey 
density, prey species, and location (Baker et al., 2008). Where large numbers of 
birds are killed, cats likely kill a combination of individuals with poor and good long-
term survival chances, not just those birds with poorer long-term survival chances 
(Baker et al., 2008).  

Cats can have a sub-lethal effect on birds (primarily mediated through fear and 
competition) which can depress populations enough that low predation rates 
reflect low numbers of birds (Beckerman et al., 2007; Bonnington et al., 2013; 
Doherty et al., 2017). Indirect effects of cats are also seen in mammalian species 
(Eymann et al., 2006; Honnold et al., 2005; Pavey et al., 2008) and may also be the 
case with other vulnerable species such as lizards, frogs, and invertebrates. 

Cat predation on introduced species of animals likely benefits native wildlife and 
cat management that reduces pressure on introduced species could negatively 
impact native wildlife (Morgan et al., 2009; van Heezik et al., 2010). Cat populations 
are driven by prey species population dynamics and managing prey species in 
addition to cats can potentially effectively reduce the impacts of cats (see Glen 
et al., 2023). Additionally, environmental conditions are an important aspect of the 
cat/prey relationship (see Glen et al., 2023). Therefore, the cat/prey dynamic and 
the specific ecological context should be addressed when planning cat 
management programmes (Farnworth et al., 2013b; Glen et al., 2023).  

Any cat with outdoor access may prey on wildlife but their prey varies depending 
on location (Farnworth et al., 2013b; Gillies & Clout, 2003; van Heezik et al., 2010). 
Regardless of whether the species targeted is native or non-native and the effect 
on the population, there can be negative welfare impacts on individual predated 
wildlife (Jessup, 2004).  

T. gondii transmission also impacts New Zealand’s native wildlife. T. gondii infection 
is a known cause of mortality of the Hector's and Māui dolphins (Roe et al., 2013; 
Roberts et al., 2019) and is actively managed by DOC under the Hector’s and Māui 
Dolphin Threat Management Plan (2020). T. gondii has been implicated in the 
death of at least one New Zealand sea lion (Roe et al., 2016) and is a potential factor 
influencing reproductive failure in New Zealand sea lions (Michael et al., 2016).  

Cases of toxoplasmosis causing or contributing to death in native New Zealand 
birds are not common (Roberts et al., 2021): 
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• T. gondii has been determined as the cause of death in four cases of native 
New Zealand birds including kererū, North Island kiwi, and North Island kākā 
(Howe et al., 2014), paradise shelduck, and red-crowned kākāriki (Hunter & 
Alley, 2014).  

• T. gondii has been found in shellfish (Putignani et al., 2011) but the 
significance is unclear.  

Effective management of the negative impacts of domestic and feral cats on 
native wildlife is an important component of maintaining New Zealand’s native 
biodiversity. 
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5. Approaches to Effective and Humane 
Cat Management  
A strategic goal of the National Cat Management Group is that humane cat 
management is achieved through a multifaceted and integrated national 
management plan.  

Effective and humane cat management will require an approach that considers the 
type of cat, the context requiring management, and the people involved. Figure 1: 
Cat management flow chart for cats found free roaming based on proposed cat 
population categories describes the different approaches to managing free-
roaming cats that are feral, stray, or companion.  
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Figure 1: Cat management flow chart for cats found free roaming based on proposed cat population categories 

 

*Indicates all options should require containment in sensitive ecological areas. 
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5.1. Managing Companion (Owned) Cats 
An outcome of the National Cat Management Group is that all owned cats are responsibly 
owned, including being desexed, microchipped, and kept at home (i.e., containment, 
confinement, restricting roaming). 

5.1.1. Responsible Cat Ownership 

Responsible owners acknowledge ‘ownership’ of their cat and provide care that fulfils the 
Five Domains of animal welfare (see Mellor, 2015; Mellor et al., 2020) which link a cat’s 
mental state with the provision of care related to nutrition, environment, health, and 
behavioural interactions with the environment and people. 

Companion cat owners sit along an ownership spectrum from casual to responsible with 
‘casual cat owners’ engaging in fewer management practices than ‘responsible owners’ 
(Centonze & Levy, 2002; Toukhsati et al., 2007). Effective companion cat management 
should include strategies that promote and facilitate components of responsible cat 
ownership that positively impact the cat meta-population including:  

• reduction in surrender and abandonment of companion cats 
• limits on the number of cats owned 
• keeping cats at home (i.e., containment, confinement, restricting roaming) 
• enriched home environments 
• identification (e.g. microchipping)  
• registration (where required) 
• desexing 

5.1.2. Reducing Cat Surrender and Abandonment  

Internationally, many animal welfare organisations have made significant progress in 
reducing surrender and abandonment through initiatives including, adoption counselling 
incorporating advice on pet-friendly accommodation (e.g. Royal Society for the Prevention 
of Cruelty to Animals Queensland [RSPCA Australia, 2016]), provision of financial aid such 
as food banks for companion animals (e.g. the Sacramento Pet Food Bank, Bi-state Pet 
Food Pantry, Project Maddie [Bi-state Pet Food Pantry, 2014; Project Maddie, 2014; 
Sacramento Pet Food Bank, 2011]; community-centric sheltering [Human Animals Support 
Services, 2024]; and low-cost cat health care (e.g. from organisations such as the Lort 
Smith Animal Hospital in Australia and Humane Society of the United States HSUS [Lort 
Smith, 2014; The Humane Society of the United States, 2014]).  

Further guidance on factors of responsible cat ownership can be found in the Code of 
Welfare: Companion Cats (2018) on the Ministry for Primary Industries website. 

https://www.mpi.govt.nz/animals/animal-welfare/codes/all-animal-welfare-codes/code-of-welfare-companion-cats/
https://www.mpi.govt.nz/animals/animal-welfare/codes/all-animal-welfare-codes/code-of-welfare-companion-cats/
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It is an offence under the Act to desert an animal in circumstances in which no provision 
is made to meet its physical, health, and behavioural needs.  

5.1.3. Limits on Cat Numbers Per Household 

Cats can benefit from living with other cats. Restricting cat numbers per household can be 
beneficial if there are too many cats living at one location which can increase the stress 
for individual cats and make it more difficult to promote positive cat welfare through the 
provision of adequate space, places to hide, and important resources such as food, water, 
and litter trays. Multi-cat settings may be stressful for some cats; therefore, considerations 
of their prior socialisation should be factored into decisions to house cats together (Finka 
et al., 2014; Foreman-Worsley & Farnworth, 2019; Wagner et al., 2018a). Cats living in multi-
cat settings will benefit from additional provisions to meet their physical, health, 
behavioural, mental, and emotional needs (Ellis et al., 2013; Foreman-Worsley & Farnworth, 
2019; Ramos et al., 2013). The need for personal space and furnishings that enable climbing, 
perching, and hiding is recommended for communal housing (Ellis et al., 2013; Gourkow & 
Fraser, 2006). 

5.1.4. Desexing 

Surgical ovariohysterectomy (or ovariectomy) and castration remain the mainstay and 
gold standard for inducing permanent sterility in cats to manage cat populations and 
provide other health and behavioural benefits (Murray et al., 2008). 
Vasectomy/hysterectomy is a theoretical alternative to castration/ovariohysterectomy 
(McCarthy et al., 2013), but there is not yet adequate field evidence to support the use of 
vasectomy/hysterectomy alone in cats. Cats that have undergone 
vasectomy/hysterectomy compared to gonadectomised cats are still hormonally intact 
and are more likely to fight and roam resulting in injury, disappearance, or death, and are 
more prone to display the nuisance behaviours that can result in cat impoundment and 
euthanasia (Nutter, 2006; Romagnoli et al., 2024). The World Small Animal Veterinary 
Association (WSAVA) recommends that hysterectomy and vasectomy as an appropriate 
option where stray cats do not live in close proximity to people and there is little risk of 
nuisance (Romagnoli et al., 2024). Vasectomised male cats will continue breeding 
(unsuccessfully) with intact females whilst also deterring the immigration of intact male 
cats through the expression of dominance behaviours associated with hormones 
(Romagnoli et al., 2024). Similarly, hysterectomised female cats will encourage 
(unsuccessful) breeding which can preoccupy intact males who otherwise would breed 
with newly immigrated undesexed female cats (Romagnoli et al., 2024).  

Welfare benefits 

The welfare-related benefits of desexing cats include: 
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• Desexing before one year of age protects against mammary carcinoma: 91% risk of 
reduction if desexed before six months, 86% reduction if before one year (Overley 
et al., 2005). 

• Desexing protects against ovarian, uterine, and testicular disease in cats (Romagnoli 
et al., 2024). 

• Desexed cats live longer: 
o For cats in a United States database (Banfield Pet Hospital, 2013): 

▪ desexed male cats live a mean of 62% longer than undesexed male 
cats; and 

▪ desexed female cats live a mean of 39% longer than undesexed 
female cats.  

o For companion cats over 1 year of age in a California teaching hospital 
database (Kent et al., 2022): 

▪ Desexed females had a median lifespan of 10.48 years, compared to 
undesexed females that had a median lifespan of 4.68 years. 

▪ Desexed males had a median lifespan of 9.84 years, compared to 
undesexed males who had a median lifespan of 3.67 years. 

o For companion cats over the age of five years of age in a Pennsylvania 
database (Hamilton et al., 1969): 

▪ Desexed male cats lived a median of 10.8 years compared to 
undesexed males who lived a median of 8.6 years. Deaths from 
trauma and infections were less common in desexed males. 

▪ Male cats desexed before the age of five months, had a median 
lifespan of thirteen years compared to male cats desexed at six to 
seven months who had a median lifespan of eleven years. 

o For companion cats over five years of age in an English veterinary database 
(O’Neill et al., 2015): 

▪ Desexed female cats lived 0.6 years longer than undesexed female 
cats. 

▪ Desexed male cats lived 1.8 years longer than undesexed male cats.  
• Desexing decreases (but may not eliminate) urine marking in both male and female 

cats (Cafazzo et al., 2019; Goericke-Pesch et al., 2011; Goericke-Pesch, 2017; Horwitz, 
2019; Spain et al., 2004b). Following prepubertal gonadectomy, urine marking was 
observed in 10% of male and 5% of female cats (Hart & Cooper, 1984).  

• Desexing reduces activity related to territorial behaviour. Authors note cats are less 
active, which they do not specify includes roaming (Cafazzo et al., 2019). 

Overall, the desexing of companion cats is a benefit to the individual, as well as to the larger 
cat population. However, there are some risks associated with desexing, and cat owners 
are encouraged to discuss concerns with their veterinarian before desexing. Desexed cats 
are at increased risk of being overweight and obese (Chiang et al., 2022; Gates et al., 2019; 
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Fettman et al., 1997; Kanchuk et al., 2002; Nguyen et al., 2004). Desexed cats are also at 
increased risk of developing diabetes mellitus (Panciera et al., 1990; McCann et al., 2007; 
Niaz et al 2018; Prahl et al., 2007). The relationship between these potential health problems 
and desexing is not clear, however, controlling a cat’s weight with diet and exercise can 
help reduce these risks (Backus et al., 2007; Nguyen et al., 2004).  

Desexed male cats may be at increased risk of epiphyseal fractures, but this is associated 
with obesity and the relationship is not fully understood (Craig, 2001; Fischer et al., 2004; 
McNicholas et al., 2002).  

Reichler, (2010) reported that the literature on the association between lower urinary tract 
disease and desexing is not clear for cats. At least one US and Canadian study has found 
that desexed male and female cats are at increased risk for lower urinary tract disease, 
with a significant reduction in risk for undesexed females (Lekcharoensuk et al., 2001). Ferré 
Dolcet et al. (2023) recently reported an increased risk of some cancers in cats that have 
been desexed, however, it is not clear if the study controlled for age.  

See the World Small Animal Veterinary Association 2024 Guidelines for the control of 
reproduction in dogs and cats (Romagnoli et al., 2024) for recommendations and a more 
in-depth review of the benefits and risks of desexing cats.  

Population-level benefits 

The population-level benefits of desexing companion cats include a reduction of 
unplanned litters of kittens that require care from animal welfare and rescue organisations 
or end up repeating the cycle of unplanned breeding and contributing to stray cat 
populations (see Section 4.2.2 for more discussion).  

Pre-pubertal desexing 

The traditional age at which veterinarians commonly desex cats has been reported as six 
months with a range from five to nine months of age (Root Kustritz, 2007), which is also 
the age range at which cats typically enter puberty (Farnworth et al., 2013b; Little, 2001a, 
b). However, cats can reach puberty as early as 3.5 months (Beaver, 2003; Little, 2001a, b). 
Therefore, waiting to desex cats until the more traditional age of five to nine months can 
result in unintentional pregnancies (Alberthsen et al., 2013; Clark et al., 2012; Joyce & Yates, 
2011; Zanowski, 2012). The mean age at which cats are reported to be desexed in New 
Zealand is 3.4 months for female cats and 3.2 months for male cats (Farnworth et al., 
2013b).  

Pre-pubertal desexing is performed before the onset of puberty (‘early-age desexing’ is 
performed at 6 to 12 weeks of age) (Alberthsen et al., 2013; Fournier & Gellar, 2004; Johnson 
& Calver, 2014; Manning & Rowan, 1992; Orr & Jones, 2019; RSPCA, 2021). Cats are prolific 
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breeders, and many owners are unaware that their cats may reach puberty by four months 
of age (Jupe et al., 2017). A high number of well-socialised kittens from owned litters are 
surrendered to shelters (Animal Welfare League of Queensland, 2010; Marston & Bennett, 
2009; New et al., 2000). Many kittens surrendered to shelters are from stray cats with care 
providers, however, a proportion are from owned companion cats producing kittens before 
they are desexed (Marston & Bennett, 2009).  

Pre-pubertal desexing is a routine procedure for animal shelters. Kittens are commonly 
desexed between six and eight weeks of age and when they are over one kilogram in body 
weight (Root Kustritz, 2007; Looney et al., 2008). Pre-pubertal desexing of companion cats 
is normally carried out as early as three months of age (Leung et al., 2016). Efforts should 
be made to desex companion cats once a complete course of vaccines has been 
administered (The Cat Group, n.d.). 

When compared to the more traditional age of desexing, early-age desexing has not been 
found to adversely affect the physiological or behavioural development in cats other than 
male cats may be more likely to hide and both male and female cats are more likely to be 
shy (Spain et al., 2004). Other potential health risks such as epiphyseal fractures and the 
persistence of penile frenulum have been suggested but not substantiated in the literature 
(Romagnoli et al., 2024).  

Desexing at a younger age is a faster procedure and has a quicker recovery time for the 
kitten (Aronsohn & Faggella, 1993; Bushby & Griffin, 2011; Howe, 1997; Porters et al., 2015) 
and it reduces the likelihood of some cat behaviours such as spraying, straying, and 
vocalising (Spain et al., 2004). Pre-pubertal desexing also has benefits in terms of cat 
population management by reducing the number of unplanned litters of kittens and 
euthanasia (Farnworth et al., 2013a; Joyce & Yates, 2011; McDonald et al., 2023; Root Kustriz, 
2007; Porters et al., 2014; Spain et al., 2004; Yates et al., 2013). Other benefits include 
decreased risk for mammary carcinoma (Overley et al., 2005), elimination of reproductive 
emergencies such as pyometra and dystocia, and potential decrease in behavioural 
problems linked with cat relinquishment (Veterinary Task Force on Feline Sterilization 
Recommendations for Age of Spay and Neuter Surgery, 2016). 

5.1.5. Identification 

Animal identification is a fundamental tool of animal management at a community level. A 
microchip is an electronic chip inside a small, glass or surgical acrylic cylinder that is 
approximately the size of a grain of rice. Microchips are designed to generate electricity in 
the antenna by electromagnetic induction using a low radio frequency signal provided by 
a microchip scanner (i.e., Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) (Saito et al., 2010; Lord et 
al., 2010). A microchip activated by a scanner will transmit a unique, pre-programmed, 15-
digit identification number, which can be used to look up owner information in a database. 
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Microchipping is preferred over other identification methods because the chip cannot be 
removed, dislodged, or lost without surgical intervention (Goodwin et al., 2018). 

The benefits of effective identification (microchipping) include:  

• An owner of a lost cat can be identified and contacted so the cat can be reclaimed. 
• An owner of an injured cat can be identified so that prompt and appropriate 

decisions can be made about the cat’s medical treatment.  
• An owner of a roaming cat causing nuisance can be identified and educated about 

their responsibilities, warned, or penalised (subject to the local legislation and 
policies). 

• Where microchipping is mandatory, a cat without a microchip may be assumed to 
be an unmanaged stray. Appropriate decisions can be made according to the 
relevant legislation if the cat is injured or displaced. 

• Microchipping allows for the identification of cats during a natural disaster or 
disease outbreak. 

Microchipping may be used to distinguish owned or managed stray cats from feral cats in 
pest management plans at a local and regional level across New Zealand (see Appendix B: 
New Zealand Regional Pest Management Plans – Summary for Cats) (Sumner et al., 2022). 

Microchipping increases the success of reuniting lost or stolen cats with their owners. In a 
US study, 38.5% of microchipped cats were returned to their owners, compared to only 
1.8% that were not microchipped (Lord et al., 2009). An Australian study found return-to-
owner rates were 51% for microchipped cats compared to only 5% for non-microchipped 
cats (Lancaster et al., 2015). During the 2011 Christchurch earthquake, 85% of owners of 
microchipped animals were able to be contacted within 3 hours by the New Zealand 
Companion Animal Register (NZCAR) (the only private database in New Zealand to register 
microchips), compared to only 25% of non-microchipped animals were reunited with their 
owners within a 7-day period (CANZ, 2018).  

Solely relying on microchipping as the only form of identification may limit the efficiency 
of locating owners. Microchips are not visible, require access to a microchip reader, and 
rely on accurate owner information linked with the microchip. Lost cats entering shelters 
with inaccurate data associated with their microchip is a common reason for difficulties in 
reuniting cats and their owners (Alberthsen, 2014; Alberthsen et al., 2013). An Australian 
study found that 37% of stray but microchipped cats entering the Royal Society for the 
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Queensland [RSPCA QLD] had inaccurate data associated 
with their microchip (Lancaster et al., 2015). Nearly half of the cats were registered to a 
previous owner and one-third had incorrect or disconnected contact phone details 
associated with their microchip.  
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The addition of a collar and tag for companion or managed stray cats is of great benefit as 
they give a visual indication of a cat’s ownership/management status and successfully help 
to reunite lost cats with their owners/care providers before, or following, shelter admission 
(Alberthsen et al., 2013; Lord et al., 2007; Lord et al., 2010).  

5.1.6. Keeping Cats at Home (i.e., containment, confinement, restricting 
roaming) 

Keeping companion cats at home is important for preventing cats from roaming and 
unwanted reproduction, minimising wildlife predation and community nuisance, and 
reducing the risk of disease transmission, injury or death from traffic, fighting, dogs or 
human cruelty (Loyd et al., 2013b; Toukhsati et al., 2012b). Keeping cats fully contained 
(inside the house +/- a fully contained outdoor enclosure) is common in the United States 
(Foreman-Worsley et al., 2021; Hall et al., 2016b) and increasing in Australia (e.g. Elliot et al., 
2019 report 46.5% of owners engage 24 hr containment).  

New Zealand has one of the highest rates of owners who allow their cats unrestricted 
access outdoors. Only 7.8% of cats are estimated to be confined indoors (Gates et al., 
2019) and 67% of owners allow unrestricted access outdoors (Hall et al., 2016b).  

Recent surveys from Companion Animals New Zealand indicate a shift in cat owner 
behaviour with respect to providing outdoor access. In 2024: 

• 7% of owners reported keeping their cats indoors at all times, a decrease from 11% 
in 2020. 

• 79% reported allowing their cats indoors and outdoors, a decrease from 83% 
reported in 2020.  

• 3% of owners reported keeping their cat fully outdoors, a decrease from 5% 
reported in 2020. 

There is no comparison for 2020, however, in 2024, 11% of owners reported keeping their 
cats indoors with controlled outdoor access (e.g., catio, leash) (CANZ, unpublished; see 
Technical Note 6). 

Cats can be kept in restricted indoor and outdoor environments and maintain good welfare 
(de Assis & Mills, 2021), however, owners need to be aware of the risks of negative health 
and welfare problems such as obesity, urinary tract disease, and other stress-related 
health and behavioural issues (Herron & Buffington, 2010; Lawson et al., 2020; Sandøe et 
al., 2017; Tan et al., 2020; Zoran & Buffington, 2011). Owner-perceived behavioural issues 
such as scratching furniture, soiling in the house, and excessive vocalisation are higher in 
confined cats (Sandøe et al., 2017; Schubnel & Arpaillange, 2008) and should be cause for 
concern in promoting more confined lifestyles for cats. Indoor cats require the provision 
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of appropriate resources and strategies to ensure they have opportunities to display 
normal behaviours such as hunting and exploring to mitigate some of these problems. See 
Section 6.1.1 for more information. 

Transitioning cats from an outdoor lifestyle to an indoor lifestyle can be challenging, 
whereas anecdotally, owners that habituate their cats to an indoor or contained lifestyle 
from an early age seem to have better success in ensuring their cat’s needs are met and 
they experience positive welfare. More evidence to help determine how best to help cats 
and cat owners transition to and manage containment and ensure good cat welfare would 
be of great benefit (de Assis & Mills, 2021; Ovenden et al., 2024). There is a study being 
undertaken by Companion Animals New Zealand with results pending, to help with 
developing guidance for New Zealand Cat owners (personal communication, CANZ, 2024). 

Where owners cannot confine their cats, using effective methods to reduce predation is 
of benefit. Collars that are designed as anti-predation devices including those with bells, 
warning systems, or are large and brightly colour (i.e., ‘clown collars’) can also help reduce 
the impact cats have on wildlife to varying degrees (Calver et al., 2007; Calver & Thomas, 
2011; Cecchetti et al., 2021b; Crowley et al., 2019; Gordon et al., 2010; Hall et al., 2015, 2016a). 
A recent UK study found that provisioning meat in a companion cat’s diet and playing with 
toys that simulate hunting may reduce predation (Cecchetti et al., 2021a).  

5.1.7. Responsible Breeding  

A person should carefully consider deliberately breeding cats. The European Platform on 
Animal Welfare (2020) considers the breeder to have an obligation to ensure the 
availability of new homes for kittens before breeding is allowed. Ensuring there are homes 
for the offspring of a cat purposely bred will reduce the risk of unwanted litters. Undesexed 
adults and undesexed kittens that have reached three months of age should be separated 
to ensure that unintended breeding does not occur (see more information in Section 4.1.4).  

5.2. Managing Stray Cats 
An outcome of the National Cat Management Group is that there are no stray cats in New 
Zealand.  

Stray cats include a broad group of cats living in and around human habitation. Cats are 
considered stray for different reasons. Stray cats may have been born from unowned cats, 
whereas others were born as an unplanned litter to a companion cat. Some stray cats are 
lost or abandoned companion cats (Casey et al., 2009; Marston & Bennett, 2009).  

Stray cats may or may not be socialised with people and range in their dependency on 
people to meet their needs. Stray cats often depend on resources such as food supplied 
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indirectly and unintentionally by humans (Aguilar et al., 2012; Alberthsen 2014; Finkler et al., 
2012). Stray cats are a significant proportion of unwanted cats in urban areas and cats that 
enter animal shelters (Alberthsen, 2014; Marston & Bennett, 2009; Zito, 2015).  

There is no reliable number of stray cats in New Zealand, however, the density of stray cats 
increases with the increased density of people (Aguilar & Farnworth., 2012, 2013; Aguilar et 
al., 2015). Stray cats may be estimated using human density such as cats per 1,000 people 
(see Zito et al., 2018). 

Stray cat populations can be reduced by the following methods:  

• limiting the flow or contribution of cats from the owned and feral cat populations 
to the stray cat population through desexing and humane destruction, respectively; 

• reducing the number of stray cats through the removal of cats (by non-lethal or 
lethal methods); and 

• reducing the number of stray cats by controlling their reproduction. 

Limiting access to food resources (intentionally provided food and unintentionally 
provided food such as rubbish) will also assist in the control of stray cat populations. 

5.2.1. Limiting Flow of Cats into the Stray Cat Population 

Significantly reducing or eliminating the contribution of feral cats to the stray cat 
population can likely only be achieved through greatly reducing the number of feral cats 
or eliminating feral cats. Control methods and management strategies for feral cats are 
described in detail elsewhere (Biosecurity Tasmania 2016; Commonwealth of Australia 
2015 a,b; Denny & Dickman, 2010; Sharp & Saunders, 2012) and in the next section of this 
report (Control of feral cats).  

Limiting the flow of companion cats into the stray cat population can be achieved by 
preventing unplanned reproduction, supporting long-term responsible care of cats, 
reducing cat abandonment, and preventing cats from roaming which can subsequently 
lead to straying and becoming lost. 

5.2.2. Reducing the Number of Stray Cats  

Permanent removal of cats from the stray cat population 

Adoption  

Adoption programmes for stray cats involve removing the cats from the stray population 
by either trapping (trap and remove) or capturing without a trap (usually for more social 
cats) and then finding permanent homes through informal channels or formal adoption 
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programmes with cat rescues and welfare organisations (see CANZ, 2020). There can be 
limited capacity to absorb stray cats into the companion cat population because of the 
oversupply of surrendered companion cats and kittens needing adoption and easily 
obtained cheap or free cats from other sources. Some stray cats are not of suitable 
temperament or socialisation status for rehoming to ‘normal’ domestic homes (Hurley, 
2013a, b; Levy, 2012), and alternative rehoming routes (for example, barn or farm cat 
placements) or other options (for example, managed, targeted, trap-neuter-return 
programmes) should be explored for these cats. 

Increased adoptions of cats, including stray cats, can be achieved through measures such 
as creative marketing and advertising campaigns, off-site adoption centres, adoption 
drives, and improving the accessibility and attractiveness of adoption centres (Fournier & 
Gellar, 2004; Lord et al., 2014; Marsh, 2010; Zito et al., 2015a).  

Cat sanctuaries 

Cat sanctuaries provide long-term homes for stray cats in confined areas. Cat sanctuaries 
are expensive to build and maintain, tend to fill up very quickly, and can only care for a 
relatively small number of animals for an extensive period (Loyd & Hernandez, 2012; Slater, 
2007). Sanctuaries and other long-term animal sheltering facilities generally result in poor 
animal welfare. The confinement of large numbers of cats in small rooms or areas leads to 
physical and psychological stress and puts cats at high risk of disease (Finka et al., 2014; 
Foreman-Worsley & Farnworth, 2019; Wagner et al., 2018a; Gourkow & Fraser, 2006). Most 
sanctuary programmes that permanently house many cats also have an active TNR 
programme because the sanctuaries are filled (Levy & Crawford, 2004).  

Trapping programmes  

Stray cats may be trapped and permanently removed from a population resulting in a live 
outcome such as rehome through adoption or a lethal outcome such as death. Calver et 
al. (2022) analysed data from a 25-year programme in Auckland, New Zealand that uses a 
‘Trap Assess Resolve (TAR)’ approach in which cats are trapped and either rehomed 
(where appropriate), euthanased if needed, humanely killed if unsocialised, and in some 
instances released. Cat adoptions increased and euthanasia decreased during the 25 
years. Cats under one year of age represented 80% of the animals trapped, which 
remained stable over the 25 years, which the authors attribute to high abandonment, small 
numbers not removed, or that the number removed was a small proportion of the 
population (Calver et al., 2022).  

Trapping with cage traps and subsequent humane killing are generally considered to be a 
relatively humane method of controlling cat populations compared to other lethal 
methods. Live trapping and killing of cats have minimal impact on non-target species and 
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pose less danger to humans and pets than other lethal methods (Palmer, 2014). Using more 
humane live traps cannot fully alleviate the welfare risks of trapping cats. Welfare 
outcomes for trapped cats are affected by a range of factors including the type of trap 
used, environmental exposure, frequency of checking, potential for injury during escape 
attempts, and distress caused by containment (Robertson, 2007). At minimum, trapping 
activities in New Zealand must comply with obligations under the Animal Welfare Act which 
stipulates the types of traps that can be used, the maximum length of time a trap can go 
unchecked, and how an animal is treated if found in a live trap. Any trapping should comply 
with an agreed code of practice and standard operating procedures.  

Section 121 of the Animal Welfare Act 1999 allows the Minister to declare approved 
organisations. For an approved organisation (e.g., SPCA), there is a statutory seven-day 
holding period for stray cats, unless an animal welfare inspector considers welfare is so 
seriously compromised (e.g., through distress, injury, or illness) that the cat requires 
immediate euthanasia. The stress of confinement in an animal shelter for unsocialised cats 
may be considered unacceptable. Cats may also be humanely killed before completion of 
the statutory seven-day holding period if there are immediate health or welfare issues for 
the cat, they are unsocialised or aggressive, which makes treatment or care unreasonably 
stressful for the cat and dangerous for personnel (AWA, 1999; NZVA, 2018).  

The Department of Conservation [DOC] (2024) and the National Pest Control Association 
[NPCA] (2015c) provide guidelines for monitoring and control of feral and stray cat trapping 
(however, these are best practice guidelines and are not mandatory nor enforceable). The 
NPCA (2015d) provide a user guide to legislation relating to terrestrial pest control to help 
contractors and control agency staff understand their statutory responsibilities. In 
contrast to New Zealand, some councils in Australia require trapping to be conducted by 
authorised officers who set up, monitor, and remove trapped cats (usually individual cats 
that cause nuisance) to a local cat management facility (RSPCA Australia, 2017). There are 
benefits in adopting a similar approach to achieve consistency and minimise welfare risks 
associated with trapping which may help gain greater community acceptance for trapping 
programmes. 

Many approaches to trap and kill result in minimal overall reduction in cat numbers, 
because a small percentage of cats are affected by these programmes, and the limited 
capacity of shelters and pounds to remove unwanted cats (Calver et al., 2022; Hatley, 
2003; Levy, 2012; Wald et al., 2013). Low-level culling and one-time trap and kill of feral cats 
can lead to a temporary decrease in cat numbers, but an overall increase in cat numbers 
(Lazenby et al., 2015; Niebuhr & Norbury, 2020; Palmas et al., 2020). Similarly, traditional 
trap and kill efforts (undertaken by animal control agencies or through animal welfare 
organisations, when members of the public trap and bring unowned cats into animal 
shelters) are effectively low-level culling, and unlikely to result in significant long-term 
improvement in wildlife predation, spread of disease, public health, or cat welfare.  
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Computer-based modelling consistently predicts the failure of lethal control methods to 
eliminate cat populations unless high removal rates are achieved for long periods; these 
conditions are considered unrealistic in urban areas (Andersen et al., 2004; Budke & Slater 
2009; Foley et al., 2005; McCarthy et al., 2013; Schmidt et al., 2009). One simulation model 
estimated that over 82% of cats in a population of 200 cats would need to be removed 
over 4,000 days to eliminate a population (McCarthy et al., 2013). Other estimates for 
effective removal rates range from over 50% of the female population (Andersen et al., 
2004), or 55-60% in the absence of immigration (Nutter, 2006). Models predict that 
colonies can be kept small by very high-level culling every one or two years, but that this 
will not lead to a long-term reduction in the numbers of cats as colonies will re-establish 
due to immigration (Nutter, 2006).  

Eliminating the source of food on which cats rely is an important component for the 
success of a lethal cat removal programme. Removing the source of food reduces the 
likelihood of immigration into the area which stymies colony reduction (Winter, 2004). 

Some trapping programmes include rehoming of suitable cats on a small scale (e.g. 
individual trapping of nuisance cats), but this may be a challenge on a large scale due to 
extra resources required unless local community support is available (Calver et al., 2022; 
RSPCA Australia, 2017). 

Successful trap-and-kill programmes can be difficult to implement and involve a 
significant investment of resources. The effort required to eradicate cats from 
geographically isolated islands with intensive lethal control methods including trapping, 
shooting and poisoning is high. The mean effort to eradicate feral cats from six large islands 
was 543 ± 341 person-days per 1000 ha of island over 5.2 ± 1.6 years (Lohr et al., 2012; 
Parkes et al., 2014). 

Trapping activities in peri-urban and urban areas should consider the difficulty of 
implementing a programme that can remove enough cats and the evidence that less than 
optimum removal rates may increase cat numbers (Lazenby et al., 2015). Eradication 
methods should be continuously applied due to the immigration and introduction of cats 
into the population through abandonment and new litters from remaining cats (Castillo & 
Clarke, 2003; Gunther et al., 2022; Hatley, 2003; Natoli et al., 2006). 

Controlling the reproduction of stray cats 

Non-surgical desexing 

Developing a successful, safe, low-cost, single-dose, lifelong, non-surgical sterilant that is 
effective for cats of both sexes and is amenable to delivery in a field setting would 
revolutionise cat population management. There have been many advances in this area 
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over the last ten years and active research continuing into potential methods including 
immunocontraception with a single-administration vaccine against gonadotropin-
releasing hormone (GnRH), long-term therapy with GnRH agonists administered in 
controlled-release devices, targeting cells in the brain or gonads with cytotoxins, gene 
therapy which leads to protein expression that suppresses reproduction and gene 
silencing of peptides essential to reproduction (Johnston et al., 2015). In 2023, a research 
group in the United States demonstrated that a single injectable dose of a gene therapy-
based treatment induced multi-year inhibition which is effective contraception in female 
domestic cats (Vansandt et al., 2023).  

Trap neuter and return (TNR) programmes 

Trap-neuter-return (TNR) programmes involve trapping, desexing, vaccinating 
(sometimes) stray cats and then returning them to where they were trapped. TNR is a non-
lethal option for managing healthy unsocialised adult stray cats that are not good 
candidates for rehoming and otherwise killed. 

TNR is considered a humane method for cat population management by many 
organisations (American Veterinary Medical Association [AVMA], 2017; British Columbia 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals [BC SPCA], 2017; Levy et al., 2003a; Royal 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals United Kingdom [RSPCA UK], 2014; RSPCA 
Australia, 2017). 

TNR can improve cat health and reduce cat-related conflict with the local community by 
reducing cat nuisance behaviours (e.g. aggression) in desexed animals (Finkler & Terkel, 
2010; Gunther et al., 2016; Kilgour et al., 2017). Maintaining a small number of desexed cats 
in a community can be beneficial for controlling rodents (Kilgour et al., 2017), as rats and 
mice represent a high proportion of urban cat prey in some countries (Barratt, 1997; 
Tschanz et al., 2010). 

Health risks to cats and TNR 

Cat populations can be contiguous groups where individuals may transition from one 
group to another (Kikillus et al., 2017; Gunther et al., 2022). The variability of infectious 
conditions of cats in different countries and locations requires careful evaluation for a TNR 
programme. The environmental accumulation and effect of ectoparasites and other 
pathogens carried by cats and other species including fleas, Haemobartonella felis, 
Ricksettia spp, Coxiella spp (Akucewich et al., 2002; Chomel et al., 1996; Shaw et al., 200), 
hookworms, roundworms (Anderson et al., 2003; Dubn´a et al., 2007; Uga et al., 1996) and 
T. gondii (Dubey, 1973) must also be considered (Longcore et al., 2009). 
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TNR and welfare 

Capture, transportation, and surgery for TNR will likely cause stress to cats and, some cats 
will be pregnant when desexed. Stress can be minimised during the TNR procedures and 
pregnant cats can be safely desexed (Association of Shelter Veterinarians’ Veterinary Task 
Force to Advance Spay-Neuter, 2016; Levy et al., 2012).  

Improved health for both male and female cats in managed colonies may be related to 
decreased risk of infectious disease, nutritional deficiencies, and stress associated with 
reproduction (Gilhofer et al., 2019) and reduced reproduction-related aggression in males 
(Cafazzo et al., 2019; Finkler et al., 2011b; Gunther et al., 2018). Rehoming kittens and 
euthanasing sick or injured cats as part of a TNR programme removes the animals most 
vulnerable to welfare harm from free-roaming cat populations. 

Zito et al. (2019) assessed free-roaming cats (managed and unmanaged) from a distance 
and found that most cats were in ideal body condition, had good or excellent coat 
condition, and had no eye or nose discharge or injuries. Stray cats in managed cat colonies 
were assessed as having good welfare comparable to owned cats, and unmanaged stray 
cats’ quality of life scores were fair-to-good (Zito et al., 2019). Injuries were only observed 
in 8.9% of the managed stray cats, and 7.5% of the unmanaged stray cats, compared to 
5.6% of free-roaming companion cats (Zito et al., 2019). 

Gunther et al. (2018) found that desexed adult cats were more likely to be obese and have 
a lower prevalence of skin lesions and severe disability or injury. However, desexed adult 
cats had a higher prevalence of permanent disability. Desexing was correlated with a 
reduced prevalence of emaciation and thinness.  

In several studied TNR colonies, only a small proportion of the cats trapped needed to be 
euthanased due to debilitating conditions (Wallace & Levy, 2006; Zito et al., 2018). In 
addition, desexed free-roaming female cats have been found to have reduced cortisol 
levels and aggression compared to intact free-roaming female domestic cats (Finkler & 
Terkel, 2010).  

Other evidence has shown that desexed cats living in colonies had significantly longer 
lifespans compared to their non-desexed counterparts (Nutter, 2006), and the morbidity 
rate for cats in colonies significantly decreased with increased desexing rate (Gunther et 
al., 2016). The welfare of free-roaming cats has been associated with the amount of care 
provided to them (Gunther et al., 2015; Slater, 2007). 

The authors suggested that controlling the reproduction of the cats, thereby reducing the 
number of births (and associated parturition dangers) and number of kittens (as kittens 
tend to experience high mortality), could reduce the negative welfare issues with free-
roaming cats (Gunther et al., 2015). The location of the cat colony and its proximity to areas 
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that are high-risk environments for cats (such as busy roads) could affect the morbidity, 
mortality and quality of life of the cats in the colony (Gunther et al., 2015). The two most 
common outcomes for colony cats are disappearance from the colony or death, most 
often due to motor vehicle trauma (Nutter et al., 2006). Therefore, the colony location 
should be considered when assessing its suitability for a TNR programme. 

TNR and costs 

Cost is another frequently cited concern about TNR programmes (Calver et al., 2022; Lohr 
et al., 2012; Loyd & Devore, 2010; Nutter et al., 2004b). These programmes require 
substantial investments of time and money, but these costs diminish over time as the 
proportion of desexed cats in the colony increases and fewer cats require desexing 
(usually only new immigrant arrivals; Hughes & Slater, 2002). Trap and euthanase were 
more cost-effective than TNR in one study that modelled the costs of the different 
management approaches (Lohr et al., 2012). However, the ongoing abandonment of cats 
reduced the cost-effectiveness of both trap and euthanase and TNR (Lohr et al., 2012).  

There are different ways to carry out TNR (Stoskopf & Nutter, 2004). TNR that only involves 
the trapping, desexing, and returning of cats to an area may be done as an ad hoc approach 
used to address individual cats in a specific circumstance. Trap-neuter-return 
programmes may be carried out on a specific population of cats in the community (i.e., 
targeted TNR) or may be carried out on stray cats that are brought to an animal welfare 
centre or shelter (e.g., return-to-field).  

There are varying reports of the success of TNR as a cat management tool (Jones & Downs, 
2011; Kilgour et al., 2017; Levy et al., 2014; Slater 2015). Some cat colonies managed with TNR 
have declined (Levy et al., 2003a; Natoli et al., 2006), but others have increased in cat 
numbers over time (Castillo & Clarke, 2003; Gunther et al., 2011). An increase in population 
is particularly evident when there are high immigration rates into the colony from strays or 
abandoned owned cats (McCarthy et al., 2013; Miller et al., 2014, Natoli et al., 2006). In many 
places, legislation is already in place to discourage abandonment, but enforcement is 
difficult to achieve (Robertson, 2007). 

Some studies have looked at changes in the intake of stray cats at local shelters as an 
indirect measure and show TNR can help reduce local shelter euthanasia rates, 
impoundments, and overall intake of stray cats. (Hughes & Slater, 2002; Hughes et al., 
2002; Johnson & Cicirelli, 2014; Levy et al., 2014; Spehar & Wolf, 2018b, 2019; Zito et al., 
2018). 

Managed, targeted, Trap-Neuter-Return (mtTNR) 

Managed, targeted TNR (mtTNR) is a systematic approach to stray cat management that 
addresses the population of stray cats in a defined geographical area and includes 
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management protocols for desexing, trapping, returning, providing veterinary care as 
needed, rehoming when appropriate (e.g., young kittens and socialised adult cats) and 
ongoing monitoring of the population to ensure a sufficient number of reproductively 
active cats are desexed (Kortis, 2014; Wolf & Hamilton, 2022; Zito et al., 2018).  

An mtTNR programme is designed to systematically and comprehensively desex most 
stray cats in the targeted area with the goal of colony reduction and extinction. mtTNR 
programmes may be a useful cat management tool in urban areas where time and 
resources will allow the long-term reduction and eventual extinction of cat colonies 
(Stoskopf & Nutter, 2004).  

Public education and stakeholder involvement are critical components of mtTNR 
programmes (Flockhart et al., 2022; International Companion Animal Management 
Coalition, 2011; Kortis, 2014). 

An increasing body of evidence suggests that long-term, mtTNR programmes can 
effectively reduce free-roaming cat populations when they include an adoption program, 
monitoring, and desexing of new cats arriving at the colony (Hughes & Slater 2002; Kreisler 
et al., 2019; Levy et al., 2003a; Spehar & Wolf, 2019; Stoskopf & Nutter, 2004; Swarbrick & 
Rand, 2018). See Appendix D for a review of TNR studies and outcomes.  

mtTNR should include the following practices. 

1. A sufficient number of reproductively active cats are desexed.  
a. Population modelling suggests that 75-80% of adult breeding cats in a 

colony need to be desexed to result in a decrease in the cat population 
(Foley et al., 2005; McCarthy et al., 2013; Miller et al., 2014). However, the 
percentage of cats that need to be desexed to result in population 
reduction will depend on many factors including the mean lifespan of cats 
in the colony, migration rates, population density, urbanisation, climate, 
availability of resources, and other environmental factors (Boone, 2015; 
Kilgour et al., 2017; Miller et al., 2014; Schmidt et al., 2009).  

2. The cat population is continuously monitored. 
a. Immigration into the colony should be prevented or reduced to control cat 

numbers. Failure to decrease colony size or an increase in colony size is 
more likely when there are high rates of stray or abandoned cats immigrating 
into the colony (McCarthy et al., 2013; Miller et al., 2014, Natoli et al., 2006). 
Cats that join the colony should be desexed or adopted before they can 
reproduce (Gunther et al., 2016; Guttilla & Stapp, 2010; Natoli et al., 2006; 
Paterson, 2014).  

b. Immigration can be minimised by implementing public education 
programmes aimed at improving responsible cat ownership and 
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implementing mtTNR programmes where geographical boundaries prevent 
the introduction of cats into the programme area. 

3. Researchers are active participants. 
a. Dedicated teams to implement mtTNR programmes with strict attention to 

detail are important for success. Successful stray cat management 
programmes have been implemented with the participation of a research 
team (Hughes & Slater, 2002; Levy et al., 2003a). 

4. Cat adoption is an integral part of the programme. 
a. Adoption is an important part of successful stray cat management 

programmes (Levy et al., 2003a; Stull, 2007). Adopting rehomable cats can 
offset immigration into colonies and help reach the removal threshold 
necessary for population decline (Andersen et al., 2004).  

5. Semi-owners/ Stray cat care providers are involved. 
a. Involving cat semi-owners/stray cat care providers in a stray cat 

management plan can provide support and access to cat colonies, help to 
maintain positive public perceptions of a programme, and encourage 
community support and engagement (Ash & Adams, 2003; Centonze & 
Levy, 2002; Haspel & Calhoon, 1990; Kilgour et al., 2017; Zito et al., 2015b).  

6. The cat colony is well-managed, and the programme is adequately resourced over 
the long term. 

a. Successful cat colony management requires good communication and 
trust-building with all stakeholders, and the engagement and involvement of 
all participants (Gunther et al., 2016; Kilgour et al., 2017). mtTNR programmes 
require a long-term commitment and resources to achieve their aims 
(Kilgour et al., 2017; Levy et al., 2003a). Colony selection for mtTNR should 
assess the risk to cat welfare and communities related to infectious 
diseases and environments. 

7. Colony management should include certain practices. 
a. Best practice mtTNR guidelines are followed. A list of resources for best 

practice mtTNR is available in Appendix C. 
b. Desexed cats are ear-tipped and identified with a microchip and (where 

possible and practical) external identification. 
c. Cats are returned to a person or group who takes responsibility for their 

care. 
d. Cats are registered on a stray cat register. 
e. Provision of food, water, shelter, and access to veterinary care. 
f. Management plan for continuity of care. 

8. Stakeholders understand the programme and its aims. 
a. Successful mtTNR includes the public having access to information about 

the impacts of cats on wildlife and human health, the need for mtTNR, and 
how mtTNR works.  
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9. Programme outcomes are properly evaluated and reported. 
a. Assessment of a stray cat management programme should include accurate 

documentation of the targeted cat population before management efforts 
and throughout the study (Flockhart et al., 2022; Kilgour et al., 2017). 

10. The programme does not conflict with wildlife management priorities.  
a. mtTNR programmes (and TNR programmes) are unsuitable in locations 

adjacent to sensitive wildlife areas where wildlife protection is a priority. 
Stray cat management can lead to stabilisation and extinction of a cat 
colony over time, but there is considerable variation in how long it may take 
due to multiple factors (Stoskopf & Nutter, 2004; see Appendix D). 
Therefore, mtTNR or TNR is unsuitable when acute issues (e.g. significant cat 
impacts on threatened or endangered species) require rapid extinction of a 
cat colony (Guttilla & Stapp, 2010; Stoskopf & Nutter, 2004), and there are 
other humane options. 

b. Common indicators used to evaluate an mtTNR programme include:  
i. decrease in cat colony size 
ii. extinction of cat colonies 
iii. reduction in nuisance complaints relating to the cats 
iv. reduction in stray cat intakes into local animal shelters and animal 

control facilities (referred to as Return-to-Field (RTF)) 
v. population demographics including the age of cats, kitten-to-cat 

ratio, and male-to-female ratio 
vi. immigration and emigration of cats 

5.3. Managing Feral Cats 
An outcome of the National Cat Management Group is that there are no feral cats in New 
Zealand.  

Feral cats live in a wild state, are self-sustaining, and have none of their needs provided for 
by humans. Feral cats are found in most terrestrial habitats from sea level to alpine areas 
but generally do not live around centres of human habitation (Alberthsen, 2014; Gillies & 
van Heezik, 2021; Webb, 2008). Feral cats are distributed throughout all main islands of 
New Zealand and are also present on several outlying islands (Parkes et al., 2014). Feral cat 
densities vary widely and are largely dependent on the availability of prey (Gillies & van 
Heezik, 2021). Feral cat home ranges vary by sex of the cats, season, competitors, habitat 
type, land use, prey availability and type (Nottingham et al., 2022). 

Feral cats are generalist predators (Nottingham et al., 2024) and, while they predominantly 
prey on rats and rabbits (Gillies & van Heezik, 2021), they may also prey upon native bats, 
birds, reptiles, insects, and amphibians (Farnworth et al., 2013b; Glen et al., 2022; Harper, 
2010; Massaro & Blair, 2003; Mills et al., 2018; Tocher, 2006). New Zealand’s native species 
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are poorly adapted to respond to cat predation because they evolved in the absence of 
mammalian predators. Consequently, low numbers of feral cats can significantly impact 
native species (Farnworth et al., 2011). 

Feral cat control to protect New Zealand’s native species falls under two broad categories:  

• Sustained control is done as part of wider predator control programmes (mustelids, 
possums, hedgehogs and rodents): this type of control occurs on an annual basis 
to keep populations at a lower number or manage ongoing reinvasion of feral cats 
living outside the area. Examples of sustained feral cat control operations include 
kiwi protection in Northland, shorebird protection at breeding sites (e.g. Chatham 
Islands), and Otago and Grand skink protection (e.g. Otago).  

• Specific eradication of feral cats is done from offshore islands and fenced 
sanctuaries: examples include the eradication of feral cats from Raoul Island, 
Rangitoto & Motutapu Islands and Little Barrier Island (Campbell et al., 2011), and 
from the Zealandia and Maungatautari fenced sanctuaries (Burns et al., 2012). 

The techniques used to control feral cats in both situations are similar, but control efforts 
undertaken during eradication campaigns are more intensive. Adequate high-level 
resourcing and financing are required for successful intensive predator management 
programmes.  

5.3.1. Techniques Used to Control Feral Cats 

Cats that are lethally controlled must be humanely treated and killed using effective and 
generally accepted strategies. Although considered pests, feral cats are covered by the 
same declaration of sentience under the Animal Welfare Act 1999 as companion cats. 
There are offences for wilful and reckless ill-treatment of wild animals or animals in a wild 
state under the Act that could be applied if a feral cat is treated inhumanely. 

Lethal control techniques currently used to control feral cats in New Zealand include 
poisoning, trapping, and shooting. The relative humaneness, effectiveness, and practicality 
of all methods of feral cat control should be considered using the most current science 
and best practices. A brief explanation of techniques is given below. Detailed and up-to-
date information is produced and regularly updated by DOC (Department of Conservation 
[DOC], 2024) and PestSmart (Centre for Invasive Species Solutions, 2016), and by the 
defunct National Pest Control Agencies (NPCA) (National Pest Control Agencies 
2015a,b,c,d; see https://www.bionet.nz/library/npca-publications/ for these publications). 
For all techniques listed below, the variability within and between methods for how humane 
they are in controlling feral cat populations is discussed in each section.  

https://www.bionet.nz/library/npca-publications/
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Shooting 

Lethally controlling animals by shooting is often considered a relatively more humane 
practice than other methods of control (Fisher et al., 2015; Littin et al., 2014). A humane 
shooting should result in the least amount of time between when the animal is shot and 
until it is insensible and dead (Aebischer et al., 2014; Sharp, 2012; Stokke et al., 2018). 
Evaluating the humaneness of shooting in the field is challenging because a shooter must 
assess the time to death from a distance (Hampton et al., 2015), animals vary in size which 
affects the time to death, and animals flee after being shot (Stokke et al., 2018).  

An animal’s flight distance after it has been shot is often used as a measure of the accuracy 
of a shooting (Hampton et al., 2015; Stokke et al., 2018). At least one study has attempted 
to define the relationship between time of death and flight distance to develop practical 
guidelines that hunters can use in the field to evaluate if they have humanely killed an 
animal (Stokke et al., 2018). However, these types of evaluation tools are new and not well-
tested in the field, therefore, hunters should rely on current best practices for humanely 
shooting animals. Targeting an animal’s brain, or lungs and heart is considered to bring 
about the quickest death (Sharp, 2012; Stokke et al., 2018). However, the distance between 
the shooter and the animal impacts the probability that an animal is killed when shot (e.g. 
the closer the distance, the higher the probability of a more humane kill; Aebischer et al., 
2014; Hampton et al., 2015). Additionally, the more comfortable and less rushed a shooter 
feels increases the probability a shot will kill an animal (Aebischer et al., 2014). Best 
practices for ensuring a more humane shooting include: 

• shooting is performed by trained, experienced, and skilled shooters; 
• the animal can be identified clearly and seen before being shot; 
• the correct firearm, ammunition, range, and shot placement are used; 
• any wounded animal is promptly killed (Sharp, 2012); and 
• if lactating cats are killed, then efforts should be made to find and humanely kill the 

surviving offspring (Sharp, 2012).  

Due to a feral cat’s behaviour to avoid humans, shooting them as a management technique 
is more likely to be successful when the cat is unaware of the person (Fisher et al., 2015). 
Shooting feral cats tends to be either opportunistic (during the day) or by spotlighting (at 
night) and can supplement trapping by targeting specific trap-shy animals (Parkes et al., 
2014) or killing cats caught in traps (Fisher et al., 2015; Sharp & Saunders, 2012).  

Trapping 

Trap use in New Zealand is regulated by the Animal Welfare Act 1999 (New Zealand 
Government 1999). The Act sets out specific requirements for the sale and use of traps 
and devices. For example, traps intended to live-capture must be inspected every 24 
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hours and within 12 hours of sunrise each day the traps are set beginning immediately after 
the day the traps are first set. Traps are not required to be approved under the Animal 
Welfare Act. A trap can be developed and sold until it is regulated against (if required) – 
examples of such regulations are the Animal Welfare (Leg-hold Traps) Order 2009 and the 
Animal Welfare (Glueboard Traps) Order 2009. 

Trappers should aim to minimise pain and distress when determining a method of killing 
cats following live trapping or in determining a choice of lethal trap. The method used 
should cause irreversible loss of consciousness and death as quickly and painlessly as 
possible. The choice of method depends on the confidence and skill of the operator, the 
species and age of the animal, and the situation (NPCA 2015a).  

Three types of traps commonly used in New Zealand to manage feral cats include: 

• Kill traps use bait to lure a cat into the trap; the trap is triggered when the cat 
touches the bait. The trap kills a cat without human intervention.  

• Leg-hold traps catch and hold a cat by their leg until the cat is killed by a trap 
operator. An effective leg-hold trap must catch and restrain a cat while minimising 
injuries. The use of leg-hold traps is restricted through the Animal Welfare Act 1999 
and the Animal Welfare (Leg-hold Traps) Order 2007.  

• Cage traps use bait to lure a cat into a device from which they cannot escape; the 
cage door closes when a cat touches the bait or steps on a treadle. The cat remains 
in the cage until released or killed by the trap operator.  

If a person is required to kill an animal that has been trapped, methods used should ensure 
the death is as quick and humane as possible to minimise welfare harms to the animal 
(AVMA, 2020; 2019; DOC, 2024; NPCA, 2015d). Human safety concerns should also be 
considered with any method chosen. In all cases, death should be confirmed afterwards 
and, if there is any doubt that the animal is dead, all methods should be followed by a 
secondary method to ensure death occurs. Drowning is never an acceptable killing method 
and is an offence under the Animal Welfare Act. 

The Animal Welfare Act 1999 gives the National Animal Welfare Advisory Committee 
(NAWAC) a role in outlining and promoting best practices in the hunting and killing of wild 
animals (including pests). NAWAC can also recommend the issue of regulations to restrict 
or prohibit certain traps or devices on animal welfare grounds. NAWAC has developed a 
guideline for assessing the animal welfare impacts of traps (NAWAC, 2019) and 
manufacturers can opt to have their traps tested for welfare performance. The NPCA 
provides best practice guidelines for the use of kill traps to help trap operators undertaking 
feral cat control (NPCA, 2015a) or with leg-hold traps (NPCA, 2015b). 

Traps can be assessed for their welfare performance to determine if they result in a more 
humane death (for lethal traps) or capture (for non-lethal traps). NAWAC has created 

https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1999/0142/latest/dlm49664.html
https://www.legislation.govt.nz/regulation/public/2007/0353/latest/DLM1034976.html
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assessment guidelines using criteria that evaluate traps based on time to insensibility and 
death (lethal traps) and severity of injury (non-lethal traps); traps either pass or fail 
assessment (NAWAC, 2011). These assessments are available to inform trap operators of 
which traps will minimise the negative welfare impacts (Bionet, n.d.).  

Poisoning 

This technique involves placing poison bait on the ground by hand or into a bait station or 
broadcasting aerially. Poison can be used for all feral cat densities and in all habitat types. 
The use of poisons to control cats is strictly regulated in New Zealand. Currently, there are 
two poisons (Vertebrate Toxic Agents) registered for use in the control of feral cats in New 
Zealand: sodium fluoroacetate (1080) and para-aminopropiophenone/4-
aminopropiophenone (PAPP). The use of poisons can be effective in reducing feral cat 
populations; however, the relative humaneness of this technique varies due to the severity 
and duration of what a cat experiences after ingestion (Littin et al., 2014; MAF, 2010).  

Feral cat management will likely require ongoing attention due to the potential for cats to 
repopulate an area (Lazenby et al., 2015; Palmas et al., 2020). 

5.3.2. Identifying and Protecting Sensitive Wildlife Areas from Cats 

A strategic outcome of the National Cat Management Group is that sensitive wildlife areas 
are identified and protected from negative impacts from cats. 

Identifying sensitive wildlife areas will help determine where cat management will be most 
ecologically valuable. Organisations such as DOC, Queen Elizabeth II Trust, and local 
authorities have programmes that identify and protect sites of high biodiversity (Predator 
Free New Zealand, 2016). The Greater Wellington Regional Council Key Native Ecosystems 
programme manages pests and threats at high biodiversity sites across the Wellington 
region, many in urban areas. The growing abundance of native species in those urban areas 
(Landcare Research, 2015) demonstrates the benefits of local pest control. The 
management of cats would complement existing pest control in these areas and greatly 
reduce the risk of predation for vulnerable native species.  

Islands from which feral cats and other predators have been eradicated provide examples 
of what can be achieved when the impacts of introduced predators on native species are 
removed. 

• Within six years of the eradication of feral cats and rats from Raoul Island, five locally 
extinct seabird species were breeding again on the island (black-winged petrel; 
Kermadec petrel; wedge-tailed shearwater; sooty terns; red-tailed tropicbird). 
Spotless crakes and the Kermadec parakeets had recolonised the island from 
nearby predator-free islands (Bellingham et al., 2010; Veitch et al., 2011). 
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• After cats were removed from Mangere Island in the Chatham Islands, Forbes 
parakeets and white-faced storm petrels recolonised the island (Bell & Bell, 2003; 
DOC, 2001). Chatham Island snipes were successfully reintroduced from Rangatira 
Island (Dowding et al., 2001). 

• After cats were eradicated from Motuihe Island in the Hauraki Gulf tuatara were 
successfully introduced to the island (DOC, 2016). 

• On Hauturu (Little Barrier Island), kokako, and tieke (saddleback) were released 
following cat eradication and have subsequently bred successfully (Bellingham et 
al., 2010). There was also an increase in the number of black petrels breeding on the 
island (Bellingham et al., 2010). However, the eradication of cats from Hauturu also 
highlighted the need to control other predators. Whilst the eradication of cats 
reduced cat predation of adult Cook’s petrels, there was an increase in predation 
of Cook’s petrel chicks and eggs by kiore (Polynesia or Pacific rat; Imber et al., 
2003). Cook’s petrel breeding success increased after kiore were eradicated from 
the island in 2004 (Bellingham et al., 2010). 

• Following the eradication of cats and rats from Tuhua in 2000 the island has 
become a haven for threatened bird species from the mainland. North Island robins, 
pāteke (brown teal) and North Island brown kiwi have been released on the island, 
and all appear to be establishing successful breeding populations (Bellingham et al., 
2010). Orange Fronted Parakeets/ kākāriki were also successfully introduced during 
2009/10 (DOC, 2011). 

The removal and exclusion of predators from sensitive wildlife areas ensures the safety of 
vulnerable native species in that area. Maintaining low numbers of cats or total elimination 
requires ongoing management at such sites. For example, 479 cats have been removed 
from the 1700 ha Pukaha/Mt Bruce buffer area in the northern Wairarapa since 2008. With 
continued intensive management of the site, the total number of captured cats fluctuates 
between 50 to 90 cats per annum, with a total of 79 captured and humanely killed in 
2014/15 (pers comm Simon Kelton, DOC, 2016). Predator exclusion fences such as the 
fence surrounding Wellington’s urban sanctuary Zealandia can be useful in preventing the 
reinvasion of excluded species, however, they are expensive to build and maintain and are 
restricted by land use and geography. Unfenced mainland islands such as Pukaha, which 
use intensive trapping and poisoning to protect the site, struggle with re-invasion (pers 
comm Simon Kelton, DOC, 2016). 

Urban and suburban habitats are important habitats for birds and other native animals 
(Angold et al., 2006; Longcore et al., 2009; Pennington et al., 2008; Seewagen & Slayton 
2008; Tratalos et al., 2007). Sites that retain native species (such as bush, wetland or 
coastal remnants) are often found on urban fringes and in rural locations and may also be 
near housing and development (Farnworth et al., 2013b). Introduced birds and mammals 
are prevalent in built-up areas and some of these species such as rats, mice, rabbits, and 
introduced bird species are commonly targeted by cats (Farnworth et al., 2013b; Gillies & 
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Clout, 2003). The presence of cats will likely exacerbate local species decline in areas 
where vulnerable, native wildlife persist, and, consequently, cat management is necessary 
to mitigate these negative effects. Managing cats to protect native wildlife should be part 
of a comprehensive predator control programme that targets multiple species of 
mammalian predators (Farnworth et al., 2013b; Glen et al., 2023; Mills et al., 2018; Monks et 
al., 2023).  
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6. Humane and Effective Legislative and 
Regulatory Framework for Cat 
Management in New Zealand 
A strategic goal of the National Cat Management Group is to support humane and effective 
cat management through an appropriate legislative and regulatory framework. 

6.1.  Current Framework  
A strategic outcome of the National Cat Management Group is for responsible agencies to 
be identified to implement legislative and regulatory requirements.  

The Animal Welfare Act 1999 (the Act) is the main piece of legislation relating to the welfare 
of animals in New Zealand. It establishes the fundamental obligations relating to the care 
of animals. Under the Act, owners and persons in charge of animals are required to meet 
the physical, health, and behavioural needs of the animals in their care in accordance with 
good practice and scientific knowledge.  

The codes of welfare expand on the basic obligations of the Act by setting minimum 
standards and recommending best practices for the care and management of animals. 
Codes of welfare also reference regulations issued under the Act. Regulations impose 
enforceable requirements on owners and persons in charge of animals. 

The current key legislation relating to cat management in New Zealand are: 

• Animal Welfare Act 1999 
a. Code of Welfare: Companion Cats 2018 

• Biosecurity Act 1993 
• Conservation Act 1987 
• Wildlife Act 1953 
• National Parks Act 1980 
• Local Government Act 2002 

The New Zealand Council Bylaws that include cats are summarised in Section 5.2.2. Please 
see Gepp, (2019) and Sumner et al. (2022) for a more in-depth discussion of legislation 
and cat management in New Zealand.  

https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1999/0142/latest/DLM49664.html
https://www.mpi.govt.nz/animals/animal-welfare/codes/all-animal-welfare-codes/code-of-welfare-companion-cats/
https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1993/0095/latest/DLM314623.html
https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1987/0065/latest/DLM103610.html
https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1953/0031/latest/whole.html
https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1980/0066/latest/whole.html
https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2002/0084/latest/DLM170873.html
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6.2. Improving the Legislative and Regulatory Approach  

6.2.1. National Cat Act 

A strategic outcome of the National Cat Management Group is the implementation of a 
National Cat Management Act. 

This will allow for mandated, comprehensive, and consistent implementation of nationwide 
humane management of all cat populations in New Zealand. An appropriate national 
legislative framework should include measures to: 

• protect the welfare of cats (particularly where lethal management methods are 
used); and 

• mandate responsible cat ownership and caretaking to minimise the impacts of cats 
on native wildlife and nuisance in communities. 

Most surveyed members of the New Zealand public (78%) support a national cat 
management strategy (Walker et al., 2017).  

There have been efforts to progress national cat legislation in New Zealand. In 2017, Local 
Government New Zealand (LGNZ) passed a remit (51% in favour) supporting lobbying 
Government for a national cat management plan and allowing territorial authorities 
regulatory power to protect native wildlife by promoting responsible cat ownership, 
including desexing (LGNZ, 2017). However, Government failed to progress national cat 
management.  

More recently, in response to a petition by a member of the public, the Environment Select 
Committee released their report in August 2023 recommending Parliament to develop 
legislation for nationwide cat management including requiring companion cats to be 
desexed, microchipped, and registered with appropriate exemptions (Environment 
Committee, 2023). In October of 2024, the Government responded to the Environment 
Committee report that whilst it acknowledges the growing interest in cat management, it 
would not pursue national legislation at this time (Parliament, 2024, Sept 27). 

In December 2024, the Domestic Cat Microchipping Bill was launched as a cross-party bill, 
that would require all cats in New Zealand to be microchipped, and their microchip 
registered on a national database (Sharpe, 2024). It remains to be seen how this bill will 
progress through parliament. 

It is beyond the scope of this report to review the international legislation related to cat 
management. Appendix E provides further information and related links.  



National Cat Management Group Report 
Version 3 | June 2025 

Page 59 of 168 

6.2.2. Bylaw Alignment with National Legislation  

A strategic outcome of the National Cat Management Group is for local legislation to 
support national legislation for cat management. 

Nuisance is the main mechanism used by Local Authorities to manage cat numbers under 
existing Animal Bylaws (See Section 3.1.2 for further discussion). Local Authorities that do 
not manage cats have said that the lack of complaints about cats indicates action is 
unnecessary. In areas where complaints to local councils are low, it could be that these 
complaints are received by animal welfare organisations rather than local councils. 

Currently, the ability to enforce bylaws related to cat management is difficult. Council 
bylaws have limitations upon the detection of noncompliance as the penalty is upon 
conviction in court. Enforcement begins with advice to the owner from a compliance 
officer that a breach of the bylaw has been detected, and in some cases the issuing of a 
notice to comply within a given timeframe. If this timeframe is not met and the owner is 
still non-compliant, the enforcement officer can continue to request that the owner 
comply with the bylaw or can escalate to prosecution in court where upon conviction, the 
owner can be fined $20,000. Prosecution at court is costly in time and money for councils; 
therefore, it is extremely unlikely to be pursued.  

The penalty for non-compliance with the animal bylaws made by New Zealand councils is 
set in Section 239 of the Local Government Act and currently sits at a fine, upon conviction, 
not exceeding $20,000. A fine of $20,000 for failing to desex or microchip your cat seems 
excessive, but there is no middle ground available to councils for enforcement.  

Limits on the number of cats 

Limiting the number of cats that can be kept at a residence attempts to reconcile the 
conflicting interests of companion cat owners with property owners and cat nuisance 
issues. It is also sometimes discussed as a measure to manage overall cat numbers.  

New Zealanders show a high level (70%) of support for limits to be placed on the number 
of cats owned per household (Walker et al., 2017) and many local councils impose a 
standard maximum limit of two to five cats per household. Table 2 outlines Local 
Authorities with bylaws that limit cat numbers allowed to be kept on a property or by an 
individual in place. 
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Table 2: Local Authority Bylaws limiting the number of cats allowed to be kept 
on a property or by an individual. 

Local Authority Number of Cats 

Buller District Council 2 
Carterton District Council 3  
Hastings District Council 2-4 (depending on residence type) 
Invercargill City Council 3 (if creating a nuisance) 
Kaipara District Council 5 
Mackenzie District Council 2 
Manawatū District council 4 
Marlborough District Council 4 
Masterton District Council 3 
New Plymouth District Council 3 
Palmerston North City 3 
Rangitikei District Council 3 
Ruapehu District Council 4 
South Waikato District Council 5  
South Wairarapa District Council 3 
Southland District Council 5 (if creating a nuisance) 
Tararua District Council 3 (if creating a nuisance) 
Wairoa District Council 3 
Whanganui District Council 3 

 

Restrictions on the number of cats allowed per household may also assist in preventing 
cases of animal hoarding and help prevent the establishment of kitten farms/mills. Where 
there are no strict cat containment regulations, having fewer cats should also result in 
lower predation (van Heezik et al., 2010). There are no reports of assessment of specific 
outcomes for the restriction on the number of cats that can be kept. 

Mandatory identification 

Requiring cats to be microchipped through a bylaw was first introduced in New Zealand, in 
Wellington City, where all cats over the age of 12 weeks are required to be microchipped 
and registered on the New Zealand Companion Animal Register (Wellington City Council, 
2024b). Since then, there has been a steady increase in councils that require cats to be 
microchipped. See Table 3 for a list of local council bylaws that require companion cats to 
be microchipped. 

https://bullerdc.govt.nz/your-council/plans-policies-and-bylaws/bylaws/
https://cdc.govt.nz/document/part-6-keeping-of-animals-poultry-and-bees-bylaw/
https://www.hastingsdc.govt.nz/documents-and-forms/bylaws/
https://icc.govt.nz/public-documents/bylaws/
https://www.kaipara.govt.nz/council/policies-bylaws-and-legislation/bylaws
https://www.mackenzie.govt.nz/council/policies-and-bylaws
https://www.mdc.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/10822/Animal-Bylaw-amendments-22-Sep-22.pdf
https://www.marlborough.govt.nz/your-council/bylaws/animals-bylaw-2017
https://cdc.govt.nz/document/part-6-keeping-of-animals-poultry-and-bees-bylaw/
https://www.npdc.govt.nz/services/dogs-and-animals/animals/
https://www.pncc.govt.nz/Council/Official-documents/Bylaws/Animals-and-Bees-Bylaw
https://www.rangitikei.govt.nz/council/strategies-plans-policies-bylaws/bylaws/animal-control-bylaw-2013
https://www.ruapehudc.govt.nz/our-council/policies-and-bylaws/bylaws
https://www.southwaikato.govt.nz/our-council/strategies-plans-policies-bylaws/bylaws
https://cdc.govt.nz/document/part-6-keeping-of-animals-poultry-and-bees-bylaw/
https://www.southlanddc.govt.nz/council/bylaws-and-policies/bylaws/
https://www.tararuadc.govt.nz/search?collection=adc0ddaa-22c9-4e38-b0d9-c283fc92ea33~sp-tdc-neo&query=bylaws&start_rank=1&sort=relevance
https://www.wairoadc.govt.nz/assets/Document-Library/Bylaws/WDC-Part-3-Public-Safety-Bylaw-FINAL.pdf
https://www.whanganui.govt.nz/Your-Council/Policies-Bylaws/Bylaws/Keeping-of-Animals-Poultry-and-Bees-Bylaw-2020
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Table 3: Local councils with bylaws requiring cats to be microchipped. 

Council (year) Microchipping requirements 

Wellington City (2024) All cats over the age of twelve weeks must be microchipped 
and registered on the New Zealand Companion Animal 
Register. 

Palmerston North City (2024) All cats over six months of age and born after the 1st of July 
2018 must be microchipped and registered on the New 
Zealand Companion Animal Register. 

Whanganui District (2020) Any cat over four months of age is required to be 
microchipped and registered with the New Zealand 
Companion Animal Register. 

Selwyn District (2021) Every person who keeps a cat over the age of four months 
is required to microchip and register the cat with the New 
Zealand Companion Animal Register or other approved 
registry. 

Whangārei District (2022) Any cat over six months of age must be microchipped, and 
the microchip registered on the New Zealand Companion 
Animals Register. 

Ruapehu District (2022) Every person who keeps a cat that is over six months must 
ensure they are microchipped, and the microchip is 
registered on the New Zealand Companion Animal Register 
or other Council approved microchip registry. 

Buller District Council (2023) Any cat over six months of age must be microchipped, and 
the microchip registered on the New Zealand Companion 
Animal Register. 

Hutt City Council (2024) Every person who keeps cats must ensure they are 
microchipped by twelve weeks of age or older and 
registered on the New Zealand Companion Animal Register. 

Tararua District Council (2024) Every cat over four months old must be microchipped and 
the microchip registered on the New Zealand Companion 
Animal Register.  

Tasman District Council (2024) Domestic cats over the age of six months must be 
microchipped and registered with the New Zealand 
Companion Animal Register. 

Nelson City Council (2024) Any cat over four months must be microchipped and the 
microchip registered with the New Zealand Companion 
Animal Register. 

The presence of a microchip may be used as a determinant of ownership in an area where 
there are bylaws related to managing cats. Auckland Council’s Regional Pest Management 
Plan defines an unowned cat as not microchipped or otherwise identifiable as owned and 
found at sites with native wildlife with a threatened species status (Auckland Council, 

https://wellington.govt.nz/dogs-and-other-animals/keeping-animals/keeping-residential-animals
https://www.pncc.govt.nz/Council/Official-documents/Bylaws/Animals-and-Bees-Bylaw
https://www.whanganui.govt.nz/Your-Council/Policies-Bylaws/Bylaws/Keeping-of-Animals-Poultry-and-Bees-Bylaw-2020
https://www.selwyn.govt.nz/your-council/bylaws/current-bylaws/keeping-animals,-poultry-and-bees-bylaw
https://www.wdc.govt.nz/Council/Council-documents/Bylaws/Animals-Bylaw
https://www.ruapehudc.govt.nz/our-council/policies-and-bylaws/theruapehubylaw
https://bullerdc.govt.nz/your-council/plans-policies-and-bylaws/bylaws/
https://haveyoursay.huttcity.govt.nz/amendments-to-the-controls-of-animals-bylaw
https://www.tararuadc.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0024/172374/Keeping-of-Animals-Bylaw-2024-adopted-25-September-2024.pdf
https://shape.tasman.govt.nz/cat-bylaw
https://hsdocssuite.blob.core.windows.net/docassembler-web-publishing/f84f632a-42ab-459b-a6fc-a395902d89a6/fa08ac28-a021-4866-836b-9ac5f9f1b1cca/Nelson%20City%20Council%20-%205%20December%202024.pdf?sv=2023-01-03&si=docassembler-web-publishing-18C143F0A12&sr=c&sig=MtRove4t0uZK38WJBP8ve7kY5tT6nhv8O3CCOzmyCM4%3D
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2020). Gisborne Council’s Regional Pest Management Plan distinguishes a feral cat as one 
without a microchip (or collar/harness) found outside of the urban area or rural township 
(Gisborne Council, 2017). The Greater Wellington Regional Council’s Regional Pest 
Management Plan defines a pest cat as not microchipped in areas where it is compulsory 
or not registered on the New Zealand Companion Animal Register and is free-living 
(Greater Wellington Regional Council, 2019). Wellington City Council’s recently passed 
Animals Bylaw includes a provision that stray cats found freely roaming may be humanely 
captured by an Authorised Officer and held for seven days, after which, the cat may be 
microchipped (Wellington City Council, 2024b).  

A survey with the New Zealand public found that 66% supported mandatory microchipping 
of cats (Walker et al., 2017). Potential issues that need consideration before introducing 
mandatory identification include: 

• the (usually unintended) effect of an increase in the killing of stray cats and cats 
with owners who do not comply with the law if they are trapped in areas where pest 
management occurs, and microchips are used to distinguish unowned cats from 
owned cats; and  

• the need to ensure the bylaw is worded to make it illegal for someone to care for a 
stray cat without taking full ownership (for example, by registering and 
microchipping the cat). This discourages people from caring for stray cats and, if 
the person knows that the cat is likely to be killed if taken to a shelter, they may opt 
to do nothing (Zito, 2015).  

Bylaws requiring cats to be microchipped are relatively new, and it will take time to see 
how they motivate cat owners. However, the recent Companion Animals in New Zealand 
Report indicates that 6% of survey respondents who have microchipped their cat have 
done so because there is a new bylaw requiring the practice (CANZ, 2024).  

Mandatory desexing 

Mandatory desexing helps reduce cat overpopulation related to the unplanned breeding 
of companion cats. The New Zealand public’s support for implementing mandatory 
desexing is reported to be greater than 58% (Walker et al., 2017).  

Mandatory desexing of cats is primarily regulated through local bylaws, with Southland 
Regional Council using their Regional Pest Management Plan to require the desexing of all 
companion cats on Stewart Island and all Bengal cats kept as companions in the Southland 
Region (Environment South, 2019). In July 2018, mandatory desexing was implemented for 
the first time in New Zealand by the Palmerston North City Council and applies to all cats 
over four months of age, born after the 1st of July 2018: exemptions are in place for 
registered breeders (Palmerston North City Council, 2024). Since then, there has been a 
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steady increase in councils that require cats to be desexed. See Table 4 for a list of local 
council bylaws that require companion cats to be desexed. 

Table 4: Local councils with bylaws requiring cats to be desexed.  

Council (year) Desexing requirements 

Wellington City (2024) All domestic cats over six months must be desexed 
(exemptions for registered breeders or to protect the cat’s 
health and/or welfare). 

Palmerston North City (2024) All cats over four months of age, born after the 1st of July 2018 
must be desexed (exemptions in place for registered 
breeders). 

Manawatu District (2019) Every person who keeps cats must ensure cats over six months 
are desexed (exemptions for registered breeders). 

Whanganui District (2020) Any cat over four months of age is required to be desexed 
(exemptions for registered breeders or to protect the cat’s 
health and/or welfare). 

Whangārei District (2022) Any cat over six months of age must be desexed (exemptions 
for registered breeders or to protect the cat’s health and/or 
welfare). 

Ruapehu District (2022) Every person who keeps a cat that is over six months must 
ensure the cat is desexed (exemptions for registered breeders 
or to protect the cat’s health and/or welfare). 

Buller District Council (2023) Any cat over six months of age must be desexed (exemptions 
for registered breeders or to protect the cat’s health and/or 
welfare). 

Hutt City Council (2024) Every person who keeps cats must ensure they are desexed by 
twelve weeks of age or older (exemptions for breeders or to 
protect the cat’s health and welfare).  

Tararua District Council 
(2024) 

Every cat over four months old must be desexed.  

Tasman District Council 
(2024) 

Domestic cats over the age of six months must be desexed 
(with exemptions in place for registered breeders or to protect 
the cat’s health or welfare). 

Nelson City Council (2024) Any cat over four months of age must be desexed (with 
exemptions for registered breeders or to protect the cat’s 
health or welfare). 

Mandatory desexing legislation has predominantly been enacted in the USA and Australia 
where requirements differ in the various localities (see Appendix E for more information). 
Some localities in the USA require that rehoming agencies (e.g., pounds, animal shelters) 
desex cats and kittens before placement in a new home (Hodges, 2010).  

https://wellington.govt.nz/dogs-and-other-animals/keeping-animals/keeping-residential-animals
https://www.pncc.govt.nz/Council/Official-documents/Bylaws/Animals-and-Bees-Bylaw
https://www.mdc.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/10822/Animal-Bylaw-amendments-22-Sep-22.pdf
https://www.whanganui.govt.nz/Your-Council/Policies-Bylaws/Bylaws/Keeping-of-Animals-Poultry-and-Bees-Bylaw-2020
https://www.wdc.govt.nz/Council/Council-documents/Bylaws/Animals-Bylaw
https://www.ruapehudc.govt.nz/our-council/policies-and-bylaws/theruapehubylaw
https://bullerdc.govt.nz/your-council/plans-policies-and-bylaws/bylaws/
https://haveyoursay.huttcity.govt.nz/amendments-to-the-controls-of-animals-bylaw
https://www.tararuadc.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0024/172374/Keeping-of-Animals-Bylaw-2024-adopted-25-September-2024.pdf
https://www.tararuadc.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0024/172374/Keeping-of-Animals-Bylaw-2024-adopted-25-September-2024.pdf
https://shape.tasman.govt.nz/cat-bylaw
https://shape.tasman.govt.nz/cat-bylaw
https://hsdocssuite.blob.core.windows.net/docassembler-web-publishing/f84f632a-42ab-459b-a6fc-a395902d89a6/fa08ac28-a021-4866-836b-9ac5f9f1b1cca/Nelson%20City%20Council%20-%205%20December%202024.pdf?sv=2023-01-03&si=docassembler-web-publishing-18C143F0A12&sr=c&sig=MtRove4t0uZK38WJBP8ve7kY5tT6nhv8O3CCOzmyCM4%3D


National Cat Management Group Report 
Version 3 | June 2025 

Page 64 of 168 

It is difficult to find evaluations of mandatory desexing legislation or regulations. Data from 
the RSPCA Australian Central Territory [ACT] from 2001-2007 showed no positive impact 
associated with introducing mandatory desexing in the Australian Capital Territory 
(Hayward, 2007). Trends in cat intake and euthanasia in the RSPCA ACT shelter paralleled 
those in New South Wales [NSW] (which has no mandatory desexing legislation) and 
Australia as a whole (Hayward, 2007).  

Bylaws requiring a cat to be desexed are relatively new, and it may take time to observe 
their impact in motivating owners. However, the recent Companion Animals in New Zealand 
Report indicates that 2% of survey respondents who have desexed their cat have done so 
because there is a new bylaw requiring the procedure (CANZ, 2024).  

Concerns with mandating desexing include:  

• The legislation is difficult to enforce or inconsistently enforced (ASPCA, n.d.; AVA, 
2017). 

• It does not address the root causes of animals ending up in shelters (ASPCA, n.d.; 
AVA, 2017; AVMA, 2019). 

• Desexed animals are difficult to identify (ASPCA, n.d.). 
• There are decreasing numbers of cats in these countries (indicating other 

mechanisms are working) (ASPCA, n.d.; AVA, 2017). 
• There are increases in the number of animals surrendered to shelters and 

disproportionately target owners or lower economic status (ASPCA, n.d.; Crawford, 
2019; Romagnoli et al., 2024). 

A lack of enforcement is one of the main reasons why mandating the desexing of cats 
would not lead to the intended outcomes of reducing the number of unplanned litters of 
kittens born to companion cats (Fossati, 2022). 

Mandatory desexing is considered beneficial in areas where a high number of cats 
entering animal shelters/pounds are unwanted kittens from owned cats or owned adult 
cats surrendered because of unplanned breeding. Concern has been expressed that 
there is no evidence to support current mandatory desexing laws leading to a reduction 
in the number of cats entering shelters (AVA, 2017; ASPCA, n.d.). However, Zanowski 
(2012) discussed that mandatory desexing laws have led to success in reducing the 
number of cats entering shelters, but only when coupled with licensing requirements that 
provide incentives to desex. The cost of the procedure is the primary reason for owners 
not desexing their companion cats in New Zealand (see CANZ, 2025), hence coupling 
legal requirements with financial support is more likely to effectively address cost as a 
barrier. 
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Registration 

Registering cats allows local governments to monitor and enforce animal-specific laws 
such as limits on cat numbers, breeding regulations, mandatory identification, and desexing 
(Gepp, 2019). Registering cats also provides a cost-recovery for the enforcement of cat-
related bylaws.  

At least one study has shown that 61% of New Zealanders consider registration important 
for owned cats, although cat owners are generally less supportive than non-owners 
(Walker et al, 2017). Another study found registering cats (like dogs) was less likely to be 
adopted by cat owners, thought to have only an intermediate impact on cat welfare, and 
thought to have trivial conservation value compared to other behaviours such as keeping 
cats inside at night (Linklater et al., 2019). The benefits of mandatory registration may not 
be clear if it is implemented in addition to mandatory identification (e.g., microchipping). 
On the other hand, income from cat registrations could be allocated to support community 
initiatives such as desexing, microchipping or cat containment. Uptake of these initiatives 
could then provide useful measures to assess the impact of registration. 

Breeding regulation  

Cat breeding regulation allows for the mandatory registration of breeders and the need for 
breeders to comply with a breeder welfare code (European Platform on Animal Welfare 
[AW Platform], 2020; Fossati & Ruffo, 2021). Breeding regulations may assist in addressing 
the problem of kitten farming/ kitten mills and other poor practices that compromise cat 
welfare and health. Breeding regulations can require breeders to meet minimum standards 
of care and containment for cats and limit the number of cats kept for breeding and litters 
born (European Platform on Animal Welfare [AW Platform], 2020; Fossati & Ruffo, 2021; 
Zanowski, 2012). Breeder regulations may indirectly reduce cat overpopulation and 
predation on wildlife and promote responsible pet ownership when regulations are 
effectively enforced and include breeder traceability and requirements for microchipping 
and prepubertal desexing of kittens. 

Keeping cats at home 

No legislation in New Zealand requires owners to keep their cats at home (Gepp, 2019; 
Somerfield, 2019; Sumner et al., 2021). In at least one case, a local bylaw compelled a cat 
owner to keep her cat at home due to the cat causing a nuisance in the neighbourhood 
(Hart, 2023).  

Some areas in New Zealand have created restrictions on allowing people to keep 
companion cats (Gepp, 2019). Bengal cats are prohibited from being kept on Stewart Island 
as companion animals (Southland Regional Council, 2019). It is prohibited to keep 
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companion cats in a newly developed residential area of Hamilton that is also home to 
short-tailed bats (Environment Court, 2021). 

Containing cats indoors is considered the most impactful for New Zealand biodiversity 
value, with containing cats in an enclosure, on the property via a fence and inside at night 
providing decreasing conservation value (Linklater et al., 2019). A requirement to contain 
cats on an owner’s property may not prevent cats from killing wildlife on the property and 
presents a limitation to the effectiveness of cat containment. Containment within a New 
Zealand context needs to consider that cats hunt mostly during the day (Metsers et al., 
2010), and prey hunted at night is likely introduced animals such as rodents (van Heezik et 
al., 2010).  

There are a few areas in Australia where full or partial containment of cats is required. In 
these areas, cats are often required to be on a leash or within an enclosure. For example, 
in the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) a 24-hour containment regulation is in place across 
seventeen suburbs for cats born before 1 July 2022 and across all suburbs for cats born 
on or after 1 July 2022 (ACT Government, n.d.). Anecdotally, no cat attacks on wildlife have 
been reported to the RSPCA ACT since the enactment of this regulation (RSPCA, 2018). 
Compliance with regulations relating to the confinement of cats at night is largely unknown 
but at least some reports indicate it varies between 32–80% in Australia (Toukhsati et al., 
2012b) making assessment of its effectiveness difficult.   
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7. Improving the Educative and Public 
Engagement Approach 
A strategic outcome of the NCMG is for humane cat management to be supported through 
a comprehensive public engagement framework.  

An educative framework will include different approaches to cat management based on 
the cat category and community support. Common methods used by Government to 
motivate community behaviours include legislation, regulation, penalties, taxes, and 
subsidies. Other methods that improve cooperative community behaviour change (Head, 
2008), such as education and community awareness programmes (Toukhsati et al., 2012a) 
can also be successful. A more collaborative and encouraging approach to engage 
stakeholders would be a shift from more punitive and negative measures such as penalties 
and taxes. 

7.1. Encouraging Responsible Cat Ownership  
Responsible cat ownership comprises two different elements: firstly, and preferably, 
owners voluntarily doing the right thing; and, secondly, enforcement of responsible cat 
ownership requirements through legislation. 

It is important to increase awareness of the benefits of responsible ownership behaviours 
with positive impacts on cat welfare such as providing appropriate environments for cats 
that allow them to express their natural behaviour for cats (Toukhsati et al., 2012b; Ellis et 
al., 2013a, b). Presenting information in a logical, myth-debunking approach is typically the 
most common way to share information (McLeod et al., 2017b). More effective strategies 
to motivate behaviour change are underused including choosing a trusted messenger to 
deliver the information, framing messaging with an emphasis on gains rather than loss and 
local significance, and a focus on values, goals, social norms, and compelling stories can 
improve uptake of information for behaviour change (McLeod et al., 2017b).  

Successfully changing human behaviour related to managing companion cats will also 
require an understanding of the behaviour, the audience, which type of action will best suit 
the behaviour targeted, and the need for evaluation to determine if and why success is 
achieved (McLeod et al., 2019). Increasing public understanding of the importance and 
benefits of responsible cat ownership will involve consistent public messages, including 
messages about the legal requirements for cat owners; these messages need to come 
from government and animal welfare organisations, education programmes in schools and 
social marketing campaigns.  
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7.1.1. Identification 

Microchipping 

Microchipping is a well-supported management tool for cats in New Zealand, with almost 
66% of the public in favour of a national requirement for mandatory microchipping (Walker 
et al., 2017). The number of owners reporting their cats are microchipped has increased to 
72% (CANZ, 2025), however, this still leaves over a quarter  of all companion cats and nearly 
all stray cats without a reliable means of identification.  

The main barriers to microchipping include not feeling it is necessary and the cost of the 
procedure (CANZ, 2025). Additionally, cat owners did not microchip their cats because 
they had not prioritised it, they were unaware cats could be microchipped, it is not legally 
required, they have indoor-only cats, or it was not recommended by a veterinarian (CANZ, 
2025).  

The primary issue with microchip reliability is that owners must keep their cat’s information 
updated if contact details change (Lancaster et al., 2015). The microchip failure rate is 
extremely low (0.1%) and often due to implant error (New Zealand Companion Animal 
Register [NZCAR], 2019). NZCAR does not allow the registration of microchips from 
implanters without some form of implant qualification (NZCAR, 2019). A microchip may 
appear to fail due to migration of the chip within the animal, low battery level in scanners, 
low-quality scanners, scanning too quickly, and metal near the scanner (Lord et al., 2008). 
Migration occurs in less than 0.6% of cases (Lord et al., 2010). Migration should not affect 
the scanner’s ability to read the microchip if a robust scanning technique is used.  

The risk of tumour growth associated with the presence of the microchip is extremely low 
(Daly et al., 2008; Carminato et al., 2011) and may be associated with concurrent 
vaccination, long-acting injectable medications, or any cause of chronic inflammation (Day 
et al., 2016; Kass et al., 2003; Srivastav et al., 2012; Vaccine-Associated Feline Sarcoma Task 
Force, 2005; Woodward, 2011). The WSAVA Microchip Committee has concluded that the 
benefits of microchip implantation far outweigh the potential health risks, as the 
development of tumours at microchip implantation sites appears to be a rare event 
(WSAVA, n.d.). Other complications associated with microchipping are extremely rare and 
include the inappropriate placement of a microchip into the spinal canal (Platt et al., 2007). 

Collars 

Collar use does not appear to be a popular management technique with studies reporting 
collars to be worn by only approximately 1/3 of all owned cats in New Zealand (27.1%, Gates 
et al., 2019; 35.9%, Harrod et al., 2016). Owners’ reasons for not using collars include cat 
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intolerance of collars, repeated collar loss, and concern over collar safety (Harrod et al., 
2016). 

Cats that wear collars should be observed to determine if there are negative impacts on 
the cat (Arhant et al., 2022; Lord et al., 2010). Collar injuries and deaths are rare, and the 
benefits of identification and reduction in predation outweigh the risks to the cat (Arhant 
et al., 2022; Calver et al., 2013). Cats can become injured if their collar is not designed to 
break away when it is entangled in an object or a body part (Calver et al., 2013). A collar 
should be sufficiently snug around the cat’s neck to reduce the possibility of it catching 
on objects such as vegetation. Collars that are too loose around the neck can be a hazard, 
as the cat may get a front leg or lower jaw caught through the collar, with potentially severe 
consequences (Calver et al., 2013). Two fingers should fit snugly between the collar and 
the cat’s neck (Arhant et al., 2022; Lord et al., 2010).  

7.1.2. Desexing and Prepubertal Desexing 

New Zealand has consistently had a high rate of owners desexing their cats. Recent survey 
work indicates 96% of owners desex their cats, which is an increase from 88% reported 
previously (CANZ, 2025) but more consistent with earlier reports (93.2%; Gates et al., 2019 
and 93%; New Zealand Companion Animal Council, 2016). Despite the high rate of desexed 
companion cats in New Zealand, the age at which cats are commonly desexed and if they 
had a litter of kittens before desexing is unknown. A proportion of New Zealand cat owners 
think it is important for their cats to have a litter of kittens before being desexed (CANZ, 
2020; Gates et al., 2019). In Australia, between 12-20% of cats have a litter before they 
undergo the desexing procedure (Jupe et al., 2017). Less than 50% of cats under two years 
of age are desexed compared to more than 93% aged over two years desexed (Johnson 
& Calver, 2014).  

Pre-pubertal desexing of cats is supported by numerous veterinary associations including 
the New Zealand Veterinary Association (NZVA), the American Veterinary Medical 
Association (AVMA), the Australian Veterinary Association (AVA), and the British Veterinary 
Association (BVA). Four to five months is considered the optimal age in Australia and New 
Zealand for desexing owned companion cats (Jupe et al., 2017). The AVMA endorses the 
recommendation of the Veterinary Task Force on Feline Sterilization Recommendations for 
Age of Spay and Neuter Surgery (2016) that companion cats not intended for breeding are 
desexed by 5 months of age.  

Pre-pubertal desexing is not a universally accepted practice among New Zealand 
veterinarians (Farnworth et al., 2013a; Yates et al., 2013) with concerns related to the risks 
and long-term health complications (Jupe et al., 2017). Additionally, veterinary students in 
Australia and New Zealand do not commonly graduate with the knowledge and skills to 
perform pre-pubertal desexing (Jupe et al., 2017). The scientific literature shows pre-
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pubertal desexing can be safely performed from 6 weeks of age (Howe, 2015), with no 
difference in health and behaviour outcomes for cats desexed before and after 12 weeks 
(Howe et al., 2000; Spain et al., 2004).  

Veterinarians are an important link in communicating with cat owners and ensuring that 
owned kittens are desexed before reproductive maturity (Fournier & Gellar, 2004; New et 
al., 2000; Stavisky, 2014; Welsh et al., 2014). Encouragement of veterinarians to accept 
prepubertal desexing and training to ensure that they are comfortable delivering this 
service is important (Farnworth et al., 2013a; Yates et al., 2013). International reports 
suggest that pre-pubertal desexing is increasing, for example, 70% of veterinarians in 
British Columbia are reported to perform the procedure (Sherwood et al., 2019). 

7.1.3. Accessible Desexing Schemes 

The high intake of cats into animal shelters and welfare organisations is impacted by the 
failure to increase the desexing rate of cats living in low-income households and stray cats 
with a human care provider (Marsh, 2010; Toukhsati et al., 2007; Zito, 2015). In New Zealand, 
93.2% of cats are reported by their owners to be desexed, with the most common reason 
for not desexing being cost (Gates et al., 2019). In the US and Australia, 90% of desexed 
cats live in higher-income households (Marsh, 2010; Toukhsati et al., 2007). Cat surrender 
has been associated with lower socio-economic status (Zito et al., 2016a) and several 
studies have identified lower desexing rates among owner-surrendered cats (Alberthsen, 
2014; Alberthsen et al., 2013; Marston & Bennett, 2009). These findings suggest a need to 
provide access to affordable desexing (Gates et al., 2019). 

Anecdotally reported success stories for free or low-cost subsidised desexing 
programmes include:  

• Snip ‘n’ Chip, subsidised desexing and microchipping scheme, New Zealand (Royal 
New Zealand Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, 2024) 

• National Desexing Network, Australia (National Desexing Network, 2024) 
• Operation Wanted, RSPCA QLD, Australia (RSPCA QLD, 2017) 
• Getting to Zero (G2Z), Gold Coast City Council, Australia (Getting to Zero, 2024) 

Historically, veterinarians have provided a desexing service at a substantially reduced 
rate to encourage people to desex their pets. 

Characteristics common to successful desexing initiatives include: 

• Caretakers with genuine needs receive help. Several criteria are used to decide who 
can access these desexing programmes including income targeting, geographic 
targeting, and programmes for senior citizens.  
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• Programmes are accessible to caretakers, including consideration of transportation 
of cats to the surgery location. Options include providing services through a 
network of private veterinary clinics, a mobile surgical unit, or transport of cats to a 
fixed-site clinic. Ancillary services such as transportation for cats to and from 
surgery appointments are crucial in assisting low-income cat owners. 

• There is  enough funding to desex large numbers of animals from lower socio-
economic households every year for several years. It has been reported that 
desexing five pets from lower socio-economic households every year for every 
1,000 residents will significantly reduce local animal shelter intake and euthanasia 
rates. However, this progress can quickly be reversed if the programme cannot 
sustain that volume over the long term (Marsh, 2012). 

• Programmes are time limited. Desexing programmes that are available to all cat 
owners, and broadscale high-profile promotions and incentives are likely to 
increase uptake (Robbins et al., 2018).  

7.1.4. Keeping Cats at Home 

Community acceptance for cat containment varies; some studies show broad support 
(Elliot et al., 2019; Loyd & Hernandez, 2012; Sherwood et al., 2019; Toukhsati et al., 2012b) 
and others a lack of support, or even opposition (Sharp & Saunders, 2012; Travaglia & Miller, 
2018). New Zealand studies report 41% - 48% of interviewees support confinement to the 
owner’s property at certain times; night-time confinement being the most supported, and 
non-cat owners show higher support than owners (Gates et al., 2019; Linklater et al., 2019; 
Woolley and Hartley, 2019; Walker et al., 2017).  

Containment techniques likely to result in higher effectiveness for conservation (e.g., 24-
hour cat confinement) are less likely to be adopted by cat owners and often not supported 
by veterinarians (Linklater et al., 2019).  

Success in increasing the number of New Zealand owners who keep their cats at home will 
require a better understanding of how containment, when viewed as a restriction on 
providing their cat with choices, impacts their relationship with their cat and their cat’s 
welfare (Ovenden et al., 2024). Owners perceive barriers to containment including 
confidence that they can effectively contain their cat; relevant knowledge and skills to 
keep their cat contained; belief that containment will diminish their cat’s quality of life; 
belief the cats’ physical and psychological needs cannot be met in a contained space; 
belief that it is unethical to keep a cat contained; and financial capacity to implement 
containment, (i.e. for outdoor containment strategies) (Crowley et al., 2019; Woolley and 
Hartley 2019; et al., 2015; Mcleod et al., 2020).  

Cat owners likely underestimate how far from home their cat travels. GPS tracking of cats 
reveals they often travel much greater distances than owners are aware, and owners place 
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increased importance on day-time confinement after learning the extent of travel 
(Roetman et al., 2018).  

To overcome these barriers and ensure well-being in areas where cat containment 
regulations are proposed, cat owners should be aware of how to provide a suitable 
environment that meets their cat’s needs and promotes positive cat welfare (Loyd & 
Hernandez, 2012; Toukhsati et al., 2012b). 

Messaging framed through a ‘cat benefit’ lens elicited changes in Australian cat owners’ 
containment intentions and adoption of behaviour (McLeod et al., 2017b). Targeted 
information that can increase the understanding of the risk associated with cats being 
outside, may prove more useful in the adoption of cat containment to mitigate risk 
(Gramza et al., 2016; McLeod et al., 2017a). Campaigns should use veterinarians to advocate 
messages to emphasise the benefits to companion cats of being inside and the positive 
impact on the owner (MacDonald et al., 2015).  

7.1.5. Enriched Environments and Exercise 

Surveys have found that owners provide environmentally appropriate homes for their cats 
to some extent (Alho et al., 2016; Lawson et al., 2020; Strickler & Shull, 2013). However, at 
least one study has found that owners are not meeting their cat’s needs in confined home 
environments (Lawson et al., 2020). 

Attitudes towards the importance of exercise and enrichment have shifted for New 
Zealand cat owners.  In 2020, only just over half of cat owners in New Zealand thought 
exercise and enrichment are important (CANZ, 2020). However, recent survey work has 
indicated that 85% of owners that keep their cats indoors with controlled access outdoors 
and 71% that allow their cats to have uncontrolled access outdoors felt exercise is very or 
quite important (CANZ, 2025). Similarly, cat owners felt the same about providing 
enrichment (85% for owners providing controlled access outdoors, 69% for owners 
providing uncontrolled access outdoors. That fewer owners who allow their cats 
uncontrolled access outdoors think exercise and enrichment are important may reflect 
that owners think their cat gets enough exercise and enrichment whilst outdoors (Ovenden 
et al., 2024). Even if a cat has access to the outdoors, exercise and enrichment are essential 
for cat welfare. 

Cats are at welfare risk if they cannot engage in behaviours that are important to them 
such as foraging, hunting, climbing, perching, hiding, socialising, scent-marking, and 
scratching, and also help prevent boredom, reduce the risk of developing unwanted 
behaviours, and facilitate weight management (Boissy et al., 2007; Cisneros et al., 2022; 
Ellis et al., 2013; Lawson et al., 2020; Rochlitz, 2005; Herron & Buffington, 2010; Rochlitz, 
2005; Stella & Croney, 2019; van Der Leij et al., 2019; Wagner et al., 2018a, 2018b). Cats 
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confined in an unsuitable environment with minimal provision for adequate exercise are at 
risk of suffering from poor health, depression, and behaviour problems (Amat et al., 2009, 
2016; Ellis et al., 2013; Herron & Buffington, 2010; Zoran & Buffington, 2011).  

All cats should be given regular opportunities to forage, explore, and play (Ellis, 2009; Ellis 
et al., 2017; Ellis & Wells, 2010; Herron & Buffington, 2010). This can be facilitated in 
numerous ways, such as:  

• by providing hideouts, tunnels (Ellis, 2009; Herron & Buffington, 2010); 
• using treat balls, placing food around the home or enclosure, and having toys that 

simulate chasing and stalking will encourage natural hunting behaviours (Ellis, 
2009); 

• through human interaction, for example through training or playing with toys, can 
also be enriching for cats. Interactions between cats and humans should be on the 
cat’s terms, and they should be able to end them at any point (Ellis et al., 2013; 
Rehnberg et al., 2015); and 

• training cats to facilitate normal behaviours such as exploration (Bollen, 2015) which 
may be a feasible option for supervised access outdoors where no other options 
exist. 

Toys and furniture should be switched around to provide cats with novelty and variety 
(Rochlitz, 2005). However, care should be taken to not entirely remove items or clean areas 
so that their scent markings are removed (Ellis et al., 2013).  

Promoting play behaviour can promote positive interactions between cats and people 
(Henning et al., 2023; Kogan & Grigg, 2021). Play periods do not need to be long (15 minutes 
daily), and the quality or variety of play (not simply quantity) may be associated with 
positive welfare outcomes for cats (Henning et al., 2022). 

7.2. Public Engagement on the Negative Impacts of Cats on 
Biodiversity 
The impact of feral cats on wildlife is well documented (Clancy et al., 2003; Clarke & Pacin, 
2002; Jöchle & Jöchle, 1993; Patronek, 1998; Woods et al., 2003) and generally accepted 
by the public, however, the impact of companion cats on wildlife is less well recognised 
and accepted (Loss et al., 2018). A New Zealand study found members of the public were 
mostly concerned about the impacts of feral cats, unmanaged strays, and colony cats on 
native and non-native wildlife (Walker et al., 2017). While the prey intake of feral cats is 
approximately four times that of a companion cat, cats that receive food (directly or 
indirectly) from humans in the urban environment still hunt (Farnworth et al., 2013b). 
Although companion cats vary in their hunting activity levels and patterns, unrestricted, 
outdoor access facilitates predation of wildlife (Farnworth et al., 2013b; Loyd et al., 2013a). 
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In addition to the negative impact of predation on wildlife, all cats can transmit the T. gondii 
to wildlife causing mortality and morbidity in native species (Howe et al., 2014). 

A survey of New Zealanders’ (N=1011) attitudes towards cat predation and management 
found the majority (82-86%) of respondents expressed concern regarding the predation 
of native wildlife by feral and stray cats and a high number (69%) of respondents also 
expressed concern regarding predation by owned cats (Walker et al., 2017). Fewer 
participants (38-60%) were concerned about the cat predation on non-native wildlife, 
suggesting a higher value placed on native species (Walker et al., 2017). 

Restricting cats from roaming through containment can protect wildlife, however, 
campaigns designed to encourage containment will be more successful if they 
concentrate on the welfare benefits to cats, or a combination of welfare benefits for cats 
and wildlife, rather than focusing solely on the benefits in terms of wildlife protection 
(Woolley and Hartley, 2019; Hall et al., 2016b; Toukhsati et al., 2012b; McLeod et al., 2015; 
McLeod et al., 2017b). Cat containment (indoors or on the owner’s property), when 
proposed as a solution to the issue of cat predation on wildlife, received low support (25%) 
from New Zealand cat owners (Woolley and Hartley, 2019) reinforcing the need to 
concentrate on how containment benefits individual cat welfare.  

In a 2018 study, 512 Australian cat owners, who did not contain their cats, were randomly 
assigned to view one of three short video messages: one framed to highlight the negative 
impact of cats on wildlife and biodiversity (‘wildlife protection’ frame), one framed to 
highlight the health and safety benefits of keeping cats contained (‘cat benefit’ frame), and 
a control message focused on general information about cats (‘neutral’ frame). The results 
revealed that both the ‘wildlife protection’ and ‘cat benefit’ messages increased owners’ 
motivation to contain their cats and their beliefs that they could effectively contain their 
cats to achieve the desired outcomes (McLeod et al., 2017b). Studies (McLeod et al., 2017b; 
Toukhsati et al., 2012b) demonstrate the relationship between beliefs and related 
behaviour; people who believed that cat containment was important (to protect their cats 
and wildlife) were most likely to contain their cats or report intentions to implement a cat 
containment solution and adopt containment behaviour. 

7.3. Public Engagement in Stray and Feral Cat Management 
Managing stray and feral cats will require a better understanding of the values, attitudes, 
and beliefs that people have about cats (Deak et al., 2019; McLeod et al., 2019). Recent 
reviews of this topic emphasise the key challenge to implementing and maintaining 
successful cat management is having the social license to do so (Deak et al., 2019; McLeod 
et al., 2019). New Zealanders show rather high support for feral cat management (Palmer & 
Thomas, 2023). Non-lethal control methods for feral cats are preferred over lethal control 
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methods by the public; however, inadequate justification and use of lethal control may be 
poorly supported by the public (Farnworth et al., 2014). 

Public support of feral cat management can be impacted by confusion in determining if a 
cat is truly feral or stray (Deak et al., 2019). This is highlighted throughout this report as an 
important aspect of determining the most humane and effective programme for managing 
free-roaming cats and increasing public support of such activities. People have different 
connections to types of cats, which underscores the need to identify the values they 
attach to cats (Deak et al., 2019). 

7.3.1. Public Engagement for Stray Cat Management 

The New Zealand public supports stray cat management (Walker et al., 2017). A recent 
survey in Wellington City indicated that 99% of respondents supported the city’s efforts 
to reduce stray cats and 97% supported the bylaw amendment requiring companion cats 
to be desexed (Wellington City Council, 2024a). However, as noted earlier in this report, 
support for stray cat management is contingent on the methods used. Using a range of 
management approaches to address the impacts of stray cats will likely be necessary to 
build and maintain public support. 

7.3.2. Education Programmes and Support for Semi-Owners/Stray Cat Care 
Providers  

Feeding stray cats is a significant factor influencing the number of stray cats entering 
animal shelters and living in communities (Zito, 2015). Therefore, engagement with people 
who provide care to stray cats is important for the successful management of cat 
populations. Education campaigns that acknowledge and connect with the perceptions 
and emotions of cat semi-owners/stray cat care providers are likely more effective at 
redirecting this behaviour than eliminating it (Zito, 2015a). Cat semi-owners/stray cat care 
providers are likely more amenable to non-lethal than lethal cat management strategies, 
since they are attached to the cats they care for and feel protective of them (Centonze & 
Levy, 2002; Zasloff et al., 1998; Zito et al., 2015b). Consequently, efforts to curtail the 
contribution of semi-ownership to unwanted cat numbers should concentrate on 
encouraging and facilitating more responsible caretaking, such as desexing, regardless of 
whether the semi-owner/stray cat care provider accepts ownership of the cat (Finkler et 
al., 2011a, b; Toukhsati et al., 2007; 2012a). Acceptance of ownership is not necessary to 
achieve the goal of reducing the contribution of semi-owned cats to unwanted cat 
numbers and improving cat welfare. The goal is not to encourage cat semi-ownership but 
rather, where people are already feeding stray cats, provide support (particularly to desex 
their cats) in improving cat welfare, preventing the birth of unwanted cats, and reducing 
cat numbers over time. 
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Desexing initiatives for stray cats should be affordable to encourage semi-owners/stray 
cat care providers to desex the cats in their care. The success of such programmes is likely 
increased by implementing education campaigns targeted at stray cat care providers 
community engagement campaigns and helping transfer cats to the veterinary surgery 
(e.g., volunteer support to pick up and drop off cats).  

7.3.3. TNR as a Strategy 

Different factors influence people’s support for TNR including demographics, residential 
location (particularly rural vs urban), attitudes, ethics, values, and cat ownership (Ash & 
Adams, 2003; Lauber 2007; Lord 2008; Loyd & Hernandez, 2012; Loyd & Miller, 2010). 
Some studies have found broad public support for TNR (Lord, 2008), including New 
Zealand (Walker et al., 2017) and a preference for non-lethal animal management in general 
(Farnworth et al., 2014). Others have found mixed results and less support (Lohr & Lepczyk, 
2014; Loyd & Hernandez, 2012; Loyd & Miller, 2010).  

The diversity of views about TNR indicates the need to thoroughly consult different 
stakeholder groups when determining the best course of action for managing stray cats 
(Deak et al., 2019). At least one study with Australian members of the public found most 
respondents supported TNR, despite this not being the current government approach to 
cat management (Rand et al., 2019). The study also found that negative beliefs towards 
cats are a barrier to supporting TNR (Rand et al., 2019).  

There may be differences between the New Zealand public opinion and the operating 
policy of local governments, animal control, and welfare organisations, therefore, more 
research on public attitudes about stray cat management would provide a better 
understanding of the social context. 

The definition of ‘success’ of a cat management programme is likely to differ for welfare 
organisations, conservation biologists, local government and policymakers (Longcore et al., 
2009), which creates controversy (Dauphine & Cooper 2009; Kilgour et al., 2017). For 
welfare organisations and cat advocates, success is likely measured through improved cat 
health and welfare; a stable or reducing population; and reduced admissions and 
euthanasia of unowned cats in animal shelters (Neville, 1989; Longcore et al., 2009; 
Zaunbrecher & Smith, 1993). For conservation biologists, the complete and rapid extinction 
of a cat colony and the reduction or elimination of cat predation on wildlife is likely the 
measure of success (Jessup, 2004; Longcore et al., 2009; Nogales et al., 2004). For local 
government and policymakers, success will most likely be measured by the reduction of 
nuisance complaints and conflicts involving cats, improved public opinion, and reduced 
cat management costs. It is important to note that no assessments of the success of TNR 
programmes based on the impact of cats on wildlife have been reported. Conservation 
scientists and advocates should identify the environmental implications of using TNR and 
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contribute this evidence to the assessment of this cat management tool (Longcore et al., 
2009).  

7.3.4. Lethal Control as a Strategy 

The socio-political and practical implications of a trap-and-kill programme for urban and 
peri-urban cat management should be considered (Hatley, 2003). Ensuring unconfined, 
owned cats and semi-owned cats would be unaffected by such a programme is difficult 
(Robertson, 2007). Furthermore, many community members may be opposed to lethal cat 
control programmes, particularly in urban areas (Deak et al., 2019; Hurley, 2013a, b; 
Paterson, 2014; Robertson, 2007; Wald et al., 2013; Walker et al., 2017; Wilken, 2012) and 
non-lethal cat control measures, or even inaction, are more often accepted (Liordosa et 
al., 2017; Loyd & DeVore, 2010; Medina et al., 2016; Walker et al., 2017). It is unlikely that 
implementing intensive, high-level and large-scale culling will be accepted in most urban 
areas. Indeed, such programmes can meet fierce opposition, protests, and sabotage 
attempts (Hatley, 2003; Nogales et al., 2013; Parkes et al., 2014; Sterba, 2002).  

Non-lethal control methods for feral cats are preferred over lethal control methods by the 
public (Farnworth et al., 2014). Importantly, inadequate justification and use of lethal control 
may be poorly supported by the public (Farnworth et al., 2014). If an intensive and large-
scale culling programme is considered, a pervasive, intense, and continuing campaign to 
educate the public about the impacts of cats on wildlife and human health and the 
resulting need for culling would be necessary (Medina et al., 2016; Proulx, 1988). A public 
education campaign should be planned and implemented well before a culling operation 
commenced and would likely need to include public service announcements on television, 
radio, social media and in newspapers, and education in schools. It can be difficult to 
develop effective communication programmes; it is necessary to begin the development 
process with a clear understanding of target audiences, including their attitudes and 
beliefs (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010; Jacobson, 2009). In addition, local government 
programmes aimed at reducing the immigration of cats into the unowned population would 
need to be strictly enforced (Hatley, 2003).  
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8. Ensuring Cat Management Strategies are 
Humane and Effective 
A strategic goal of the National Cat Management Group is cat management strategies are 
evaluated to ensure they are humane and effective.  

8.1.  Using Ethical Principles of Animal Management to Guide 
Action  
A strategic outcome of the National Cat Management Group is that an ethics framework 
is used to develop and implement cat management activities.  

Minimising tensions between concerns for protecting the welfare of cats and the concerns 
for communities and the environment will require an approach that ensures transparency 
in decision-making and balances concerns for all stakeholders involved in managing cats. 
Using both an ethical and evidence-based approach, Dubois et al. (2017) have created a 
framework for making decisions about animal population control that can be applied to 
cat management based on the following questions:  

• Can the problem be mitigated by changing human behaviour? 
• Are the harms serious enough to warrant wildlife control?  
• Is the desired outcome clear and achievable, and will it be monitored?  
• Does the proposed method carry the least animal welfare cost and to the fewest 

animals?  
• Have community values been considered alongside scientific, technical, and 

practical information? 
• Is the control action part of a systematic, long-term management programme?  
• Are the decisions warranted by the specifics of the situation rather than negative 

labels applied to the animals? 

The Dubois et al. (2017) framework explicitly includes questions about humans first altering 
their actions, and questions how attitudes about the perceived value of an animal, or lack 
thereof, can influence decisions.  

8.2. Monitoring and Evaluation of Cat Management 
A strategic outcome of the National Cat Management Group is that adaptive management 
frameworks are used to monitor and evaluate cat management activities. 
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Improving cat management through a legislative and regulatory framework should be 
evaluated to assess effectiveness for cat management, humaneness, cost-effectiveness, 
and potential for implementation and enforcement. Determination of which cat 
management strategies are the most effective whilst ensuring high welfare standards can 
minimise the need for lethal control of cats. 

There are currently few formal assessments of the impact of specific cat management 
strategies on wildlife predation by cats, unwanted cat numbers, animal shelter intakes, 
shelter euthanasia numbers, and nuisance complaints. Reported data are either 
compilations of or extrapolations from (sometimes diverse and inaccurate) data from 
different animal welfare organisations and animal control agencies. The few existing 
assessments relate to the impact of desexing initiatives and TNR programmes on animal 
shelter cat intake and euthanasia numbers and the increase in reclaim rates associated 
with the identification of cats. Clear and measurable objectives are needed for initiatives 
and formal assessments based on the objectives.  

8.2.1. Using Adaptive Frameworks to Manage Cats 

Adaptive frameworks can help ensure transparency and empiricism in the decision-making 
process (Warburton & Norton, 2009). Adaptive frameworks are useful for cat management 
activities such as TNR where monitoring and evaluation of the population of cats and the 
impacts of management activities are necessary to engage all stakeholders and improve 
effectiveness (Boone, 2015; Flockhart et al., 2022; Perry & Perry, 2008).  

For companion cats, Table 5 sets out a series of measures that can be used to evaluate 
the overall success of cat management strategies and measures specific to individual 
strategies. Evaluation of the success of cat management programmes should include pre- 
and post-implementation monitoring using specific measures included below.  

Table 5: Evaluation of strategies to manage owned cats 

Strategy Measurable indicators 

Reducing cat surrender 
and abandonment 

• Number of companion cats surrendered to animal shelters 
• Number of cat abandonment complaints received by the 

SPCA inspectorate 
Keeping cats at home • Number of cats kept inside 

• Number of outdoor cat enclosures or cat-proof fences 
• Use of environmental enrichment for contained cats 
• Number of nuisance complaints 
• Number of cats reported lost 
• Number of trauma-related injuries in cats 
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Mandatory identification • Number of cats reported as microchipped 
• Reclaim rates recorded by shelters, pounds and 

veterinarians 
• Number of microchips registered on the NZCAR 

Mandatory desexing • Number of companion cats reported as desexed before 
sexual maturity 

• Shelter admissions of kittens  
• Shelter euthanasia of kittens 
• Number of kittens/cats being sold/given away on trading 

platforms (e.g. Trade Me ™ or other media) 
Targeted and affordable 
desexing 

• Number of desexed cats from low-income areas 
• Number of kittens/cats being sold/given away on trading 

platforms (e.g. Trade Me ™ or other media) 
• Shelter admissions of kittens and cats 
• Shelter euthanasia of kittens and cats 

Pre-pubertal desexing • Number of cats desexed before sexual maturity 
• Retention of adult cats desexed before sexual maturity 
• Age of mother cat when kittens are surrendered to animal 

shelters and pounds 
• Number of kittens/cats being sold/given away on trading 

platforms (e.g. Trade Me ™ or other media) 
• Number of veterinarians performing pre-pubertal desexing 
• Average age at which veterinarians desex kittens 

Mandatory Registration • Number of registered cats 
• Council income from cat registration (and application 

towards cat management initiatives) 
• Expenditure of cat registration income on supporting cat 

management initiatives (where councils allocate funds from 
registration to cat management initiatives) 

• Reclaim rates at appropriate animal management facility 
Limiting cat ownership • Number of hoarding complaints dealt with by the SPCA 

inspectorate 
• Number of nuisance complaints to local councils or SPCA 

Breeding regulation • Number of breeding complaints dealt with by the SPCA 
inspectorate 

• Number of kittens/cats being sold/given away on trading 
platforms (e.g. Trade Me ™ or other media) 

• Number of registered breeders 
Educational strategies/ 
Facilitation of behaviour 
change  

• Support for cat management strategies 
• New Zealander’s preferences for and opinions about cat 

management 
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Additional measures for evaluating domestic and feral cat management programmes 
include (adapted from Identifying Best Practice Cat Management in Australia; RSPCA 
Australia 2018): 

• overall number of stray cats 
• feral cat densities in targeted areas 
• proportion of companion and stray cats desexed 
• size of individual stray cat colonies 
• shelter/pound admissions of stray cats 
• shelter/pound euthanasia of stray cats  
• shelter/pound disease surveillance of stray cats (e.g., FIV, FeLV) 
• nuisance complaints about cats 
• wildlife injuries and deaths documented by veterinarians, wildlife groups, and 

shelters 
• community satisfaction and support for cat management 
• wildlife prey abundance 

Indicators for TNR are discussed in section 4.2.2 of this report. In addition, monitoring the 
number of stray cats desexed and adopted can provide a useful evaluation of educational 
strategies targeted towards stray cat care providers. It is important to include an 
assessment of the barriers that care providers experience in desexing stray cats. 

8.3. Collecting and Managing Data on Cat Management 
Activities 
A strategic outcome of the National Cat Management Group is that robust data collection 
and management inform cat management activities.  

Successful long-term cat management will be assisted by the collection, analysis, and 
reporting of accurate data about different facets of cat management.  

8.3.1. Creation of a National Database for Shelters and Rescues 

The current lack of statistical information on animals entering and exiting shelters on a 
national scale means evaluation of progress is not known. The collection of transparent 
information on the number of animals requiring and receiving support from shelters 
annually is critical in understanding the number of at-risk animals in New Zealand’s 
community.  

The establishment of a national database is required to facilitate standardised data 
collection amongst shelter and rescue organisations in New Zealand. This database would 



National Cat Management Group Report 
Version 3 | June 2025 

Page 82 of 168 

capture the minimal data required to compile a picture of the animals entering and leaving 
shelters/rescues. 

The development of a national database would help address the gaps in understanding the 
impact of cat management activities such as desexing, microchipping, and TNR.  

8.3.2. Addressing Research Gaps in Cat Management 

Several research gaps have been identified for the management of companion, stray and 
feral cats that span ecological, biological, social, and legal topics. Glen et al. (2023), Kikillus 
et al. (2017); and Sumner et al. (2022) provide further recommendations for research 
priorities for cat management. Below is a list of some suggested research priorities:   

• New Zealanders’ attitudes towards, and interactions with, stray cats including the 
intentions of stray cat care providers (Ma et al., 2023); 

• typical cat abandonment rates under different conditions and the socio-economic 
and attitudinal factors that contribute to higher abandonment rates and prevention 
of abandonment (Miller et al., 2014); 

• how restricting companion cat roaming impacts cat owners’ relationships with their 
cats and cat welfare (Ovenden et al., 2024); 

• impact of regulations and legislation for cat management activities such as 
mandatory desexing and microchipping (Sumner et al., 2022); 

• effects of desexing on cat behaviour and how this might influence cat population 
dynamics (it is commonly theorised that desexed cats occupy space within a cat 
population and prevent other entire cats from entering that area but there is no 
data available to substantiate this theory (Gunther et al., 2011; Miller et al., 2014; 
Natoli et al., 2006)); 

• typical cat dispersal rates, dispersal rates under different conditions, and the 
survival rates of dispersing cats (Miller et al., 2014); 

• whether intensely managing cats within a small part of the meta-population or 
managing a larger part of the meta-population at lower intensity is more effective 
at controlling the cat population (Miller et al., 2014);  

• shelter statistics that correspond to cat management activities including intake, 
euthanasia, and adoption; and health information and infectious disease prevalence 
in stray cat populations; 

• the relationship between feral cat abundances (or densities) and their impacts on 
populations of vulnerable native species to determine management targets (Glen 
et al., 2023);  

• behavioural differences in cats that impact the methods used for cat management 
(Glen et al., 2023);  

• a full ecosystem impact of managing feral cats, including impacts on other 
predators and prey species (Glen et al., 2023; Kemp et al., 2023);  
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• background reference values for toxoplasmosis and impacts of managing cats on 
reducing transmission to pastoral animals and native wildlife (Niebuhr & Norbury, 
2020); and 

• development of more humane lethal control methods for feral cats. 

8.3.3. Improving Data Collection Methods 

Cat management should be informed by the context in which cats need to be managed. 
Efforts should be made to measure cat populations to better understand the problem, 
design a cat management programme, and determine if cat management is effective 
(Flockhart et al., 2022).  

Recently geographic information systems (GIS) have been used to identify specific areas 
that disproportionately contribute kittens to shelter intakes (Reading et al., 2014), areas 
with high concentrations of stray cats (Aguilar et al., 2012), and unmanaged cat colonies 
(Aguilar et al., 2013). The use of GIS can help focus targeted desexing and education 
campaigns (Aguilar et al., 2012; Reading et al., 2014) and assess the efficacy of implemented 
programmes (Reading et al., 2014). Recent work in Washington DC, USA has led to the 
development of methodologies for estimating cat populations using ecological tools 
paired with community-led data collection (Flockhart et al., 2022). See Appendix C for a 
list of resources for estimating and monitoring community cat populations.  

Data on cat management should be accessible to stakeholders interested in supporting, 
monitoring, and evaluating activities to ensure they are effective and humane. 

9. Collaboration Between Government, 
NGOs, and the Community 
A strategic goal of the National Cat Management is humane and effective cat management 
is achieved through multi-stakeholder collaboration.  

This will require identifying and understanding the different stakeholders and their 
relationships with and concerns regarding cats including cat owners, cat care providers, 
breeders, pet retailers and manufacturers, veterinarians, local and central government, 
animal welfare, and rescue organisations, animal control organisations, the farming 
community, conservation groups, and the wider community.  

9.1. New Zealand Government 
A strategic outcome of the NCMG is for the New Zealand Government to actively support 
multi-stakeholder oversight of cat management strategies for all types of cats.  
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Opportunities should be created for national consultative groups on feral cat control and 
domestic cat management to discuss common issues to encourage greater stakeholder 
collaboration, and integration of initiatives. This will help focus attention and resources to 
achieve greater success. Core areas of focus should be applied to cat management 
including science, action, and partnership.  

9.1.1. Governmental Agencies Involved in Cat Management 

The agencies who should currently share responsibility for cat management in New 
Zealand include: 

• Department of Conservation 
• Regional Councils 
• Local Councils 
• Ministry for Primary Industries 
• Department of Internal Affairs 
• Ministry for the Environment 
• Approved Organisations 
• Police 

9.1.2. Legal Reform  

Legislation is key to providing a legal framework for resolving cat management issues but 
mandating specific aspects of cat management can only provide part of the solution. The 
challenge is to identify which aspects will be most cost-effective and provide an ethical, 
humane, and sustainable approach to cat management.  

Current legislation relating to cat (domestic and feral) management is complex. 
Government plays an important role in reviewing and rationalising legislation to reflect best 
practices and community expectations to achieve consistent and effective change. This 
involves undertaking meaningful evaluation and public consultation.  

9.1.3. Developing and Sharing Resources  

Awareness and education are important for effective cat management and having one 
agency coordinate the development of materials will help ensure consistency and cost-
effectiveness. For example, the Dog and Cat Management Board in South Australia 
develops guidelines to assist councils in establishing cat bylaws and producing resource 
materials promoting responsible cat ownership. These resources can be used by all 
councils and other groups including veterinarians and animal welfare organisations. This 
could be a role fulfilled by a cat management task force or management board in New 
Zealand. 
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9.2. Local Government 
A strategic outcome for the NCMG is for local New Zealand governments to coordinate 
community cat management activities with national cat management activities.  

Local government generally enforces domestic cat legislation and acts at the community 
level. Therefore, local government has a pivotal role in working with key community 
stakeholders including cat owners, cat care providers, breeders, sellers, animal welfare 
organisations, veterinarians, and conservation groups. Councils can facilitate and 
coordinate community-based activities including accessible desexing schemes, 
promotion of responsible cat ownership, encouraging cat-friendly rental accommodation, 
discouraging no-pet clauses in tenancy agreements, and supporting cat adoption drives. 
Enforcement of regulations is also important but is considered secondary to the other 
educative and support roles the council can pursue. Another critical role for Council is to 
liaise and collaborate with grassroots community conservation groups to support and 
coordinate cat management activities. 

Council cat management plans 

In the absence of national law, local councils have been introducing bylaws related to cat 
management. If councils develop and submit a cat management plan, these plans can 
incorporate priority areas, education and support programmes (e.g. accessible desexing 
and microchipping schemes), and research and evaluation activities. Councils in New 
Zealand undertaking this focus public attention on cats would complement a national cat 
management plan.  

9.3. Organisations and Professionals with an Interest in Cat 
Management 
A strategic outcome of the NCMG is for organisations representing conservation groups, 
animal welfare, veterinary science, and industry to take an active role in cat management.  

Communication with the local community and other stakeholders, involvement of 
stakeholders in decision-making and solutions, and education have all been identified as 
key components of effective management of issues similar to cat management (Lohr, 
2012). It is important that all stakeholders involved with cat management work 
collaboratively towards the goal of effectively and humanely reducing and controlling cat 
numbers. Cooperation between the stakeholders with opposing viewpoints, such as 
wildlife conservationists and cat caretakers, will be crucial to effective community 
management of cat populations (Crowley et al., 2020a, b, 2022; Leong et al., 2020; 
Peterson et al., 2012; Palmer, 2014). Collaboration between social scientists and ecologists 
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to manage wildlife-related conflict issues is also needed, as knowledge and application of 
concepts from social science are important in understanding and addressing problems 
with human dimensions like the cat overpopulation problem (Dayer et al., 2004; Mascia et 
al., 2003; Wallace & Levy., 2006). 

9.3.1. Conservation Groups 

Conservation groups in New Zealand ranging in size from government agencies to small 
grassroots groups are involved in managing feral and domestic cats either directly (on 
privately owned land), or indirectly (through information given to supporters and the 
public). Conservation groups also have an important role in community engagement and 
in promoting and implementing practices that minimise welfare harms related to cat 
management.  

9.3.2. Animal Welfare Organisations and Rescues 

Animal welfare organisations and rescues that manage unwanted companion cats and 
stray cats implement initiatives to address cat overpopulation problems in communities. 
Welfare organisations and rescues play an important role in community support, including 
facilitating adoption drives, desexing programmes, and promoting microchipping. Animal 
advocacy groups may also assist conservation groups and Government with advice on 
addressing animal welfare risks associated with cat management programmes, engage in 
research to address knowledge gaps and advocate for legislative change related to cat 
management. 

9.3.3. Veterinarians 

Veterinarians have a role to play in the management of cats including: 

• educating clients and the public about responsible cat ownership, cat impacts on 
wildlife, cat welfare, and the need for cat management; 

• educating owners on the appropriate environmental needs of cats to ensure 
positive welfare outcomes; 

• encouraging the adoption of cats from welfare organisations and rescues;  
• supporting and implementing pre-pubertal desexing; 
• supporting community initiatives such as accessible desexing programmes for 

cats; and 
• advocating for national cat management legislation. 

In addition, the New Zealand Veterinary Association have a role in providing advice and 
assisting with cat management initiatives. 
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9.3.4. Cat Breeders 

Cat breeders play a role in educating buyers about responsible cat ownership and ensuring 
that all legal and health requirements are met for the cats and kittens they sell. Responsible 
cat breeders should: 

• register as a breeder; and 
• desex kittens before sexual maturity, unless sold to another registered breeder. 

All cat breeders must comply with: 

• the Code of Welfare: Companion Cats (2018) 
• relevant regulations and legislation 

9.3.5. Pet Retailers and Manufacturers 

The Pet Industry Association of New Zealand provides advice and assists with initiatives 
contributing to cat management. The roles of individual businesses that sell cats, cat 
accessories, food, and equipment include: 

• educating clients and the public about responsible cat ownership, cat impacts on 
wildlife, cat welfare and the need for cat management; 

• supporting pre-pubertal desexing; 
• supporting community initiatives such as accessible desexing programmes and 

low-cost microchipping for cats; 
• selling only desexed, vaccinated, and microchipped kittens and cats from 

responsible breeders; and 
• supporting initiatives to rehome cats from animal shelters and pounds through their 

retail outlets. 

9.4.  Individuals with an Interest in Cat Management 
A strategic outcome of the NCMG is that individuals including people who do and do not 
provide care to cats take an active role in cat management. 

9.4.1. Cat Owners 

Responsible owners ensure: 

• Cats are microchipped and the microchip is registered with current owner 
information on the New Zealand Companion Animal Register. Where practical cats, 
are equipped with a collar and tag for identification purposes (AVMA, 2016; CANZ, 
2018; NZVA, 2018).  

https://www.mpi.govt.nz/animals/animal-welfare/codes/all-animal-welfare-codes/code-of-welfare-companion-cats/
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• Cats are desexed before puberty to prevent unplanned litters of kittens (NZVA, 
2018).  

• Cats are adequately socialised, trained, exercised, and have mental stimulation 
appropriate to their age, breed, and health status (AVMA, 2016; CANZ, 2020). 

• Cats are provided with appropriate health care for their cat in accordance with 
veterinary advice. Cats require both preventive and therapeutic care (e.g., diet, 
vaccinations, parasite control, and treatment and monitoring of health problems) 
(NZVA, 2018). 

Cat ownership is a commitment for a cat’s lifetime, with the average lifespan of a desexed 
companion cat being 14-16 years (NZVA, 2018). Cat ownership requires time and money 
for food, containment, and care. Cats owners should be able to:  

• provide care when the owner is away (AVMA, 2016; NZVA, 2018; Rodan & Sparkes, 
2012) or alternative arrangements if they can no longer look after their cat (NZVA, 
2018);  

• ensure their cat's well-being in the case of an emergency or disaster, including 
assembling an animal-specific evacuation kit (AVMA, 2016, CANZ, 2018; NZVA, 2018); 
and 

• recognise a decline in a cat’s quality of life, and decisions should be made in 
consultation with a veterinarian regarding appropriate end-of-life care (e.g., 
palliative care, euthanasia) (AVMA, 2016; Littlewood, 2021). 

Cat owners also have an important role in cat management including: 

• adopting cats from welfare organisations and rescues;  
• preventing or mitigating predation on wildlife through effective containment and/or 

anti-predation collars; 
• complying with the Code of Welfare: Companion Cats (2018); and 
• compliance with other relevant regulations and legislation. 

9.4.2. Semi-Owners/Stray Cat Care Providers 

Stray cat care providers have a role in cat management including: 

• taking responsibility for the cats in their care, including providing appropriate health 
care and euthanasia when required; and recognising the cats’ potential to 
contribute to cat overpopulation and impact on wildlife. 

• mitigating the negative impact of the cats they care for on wildlife with effective 
anti-predation collars; 

• desexing the cats they care for before the cats reach sexual maturity to avoid 
breeding; 

https://www.mpi.govt.nz/animals/animal-welfare/codes/all-animal-welfare-codes/code-of-welfare-companion-cats/
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• supporting community initiatives to reduce the number of unwanted cats, such as 
accessible desexing programmes and mtTNR programmes; 

• helping to educate other cat care providers about the impact of cats on wildlife 
and what can be done to mitigate these impacts; and 

• identifying cats in their care with a microchip and external identification. 

9.4.3. People who neither own nor provide care for cats  

People who neither own nor provide care for cats have a role to play in cat management 
including: 

• supporting community initiatives to reduce the number of unwanted cats, such as 
accessible desexing programmes and mtTNR programmes;  

• treating cats with kindness, care, and respect; and 
• helping to educate cat owners and cat care providers about the impact of cats on 

communities and wildlife, and what can be done to mitigate these impacts. 
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10. Conclusion 
This report has presented a comprehensive multi-stakeholder approach to cat 
management in New Zealand that requires investment from all levels of government, use 
of effective and humane management strategies to reduce the number of cats and 
incorporates monitoring and evaluation of management activities to determine decision-
making. 

Currently, there is no national strategy for cat management in New Zealand, despite the 
need to address the negative impacts that cats have on urban, rural, and wild 
environments, and the poor welfare outcomes for cats that are poorly or not at all 
managed. Protecting cat welfare and New Zealand’s unique ecosystems is not a binary 
choice. Effective and humane cat management will be successful in protecting cats, 
people, and ecosystems when strategies are grounded in an understanding of cat 
populations and correspond to the multiplicity of values that cats hold in New Zealand.  
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12.1. Appendix A: Information about the New Zealand 
National Cat Management Group 

12.1.1. Purpose of the National Cat Management Group 

To proactively address the positive and negative impact of cats in New Zealand.  

To develop a humane national cat management strategy through a collaborative and 
proactive approach that recognises the significant positive benefits of cat ownership, 
whilst also acknowledging the concerns about the impact cats have in New Zealand.  

To encourage education of the public about the benefits of responsible cat ownership. 

To lobby local and central government to enact useful legislation that facilitates 
sustainable humane cat management. 

12.1.2. Strategic Vision of the National Cat Management Group 

All cats in New Zealand are valued, responsibly owned, and humanely managed to protect 
their welfare and our unique environments. 

12.1.3. Strategic Goals and Outcomes 

The following section discusses the strategic goals and outcomes of the National Cat 
Management Group and provides the framework for this report.  

Table A1: New Zealand National Cat Management Group strategic coals and 
outcomes 

Strategic Goal Strategic Outcomes 

Approaches to cat 
management protect cat 
welfare. 

• New Zealanders recognise the intrinsic value of cats as 
sentient beings. 

• The human-cat relationship is recognised as important 
for cat welfare and humans. 

• Improved categories of cats are used to inform cat 
management. 

The negative impacts of 
current cat management on 
cat welfare, on communities, 
and ecosystems are 

• The negative impacts of current cat management on 
domestic cat welfare are recognised, understood, and 
defined. 

• The negative impacts of current cat management in 
communities are recognised, understood, and defined.  
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recognised, understood, and 
better defined. 

• The negative impacts of current cat management on 
human health are recognised, understood, and defined. 

• The negative impacts of current cat management on 
native biodiversity are recognised, understood, and 
defined. 

• The negative impacts of current cat management on 
pastoral industries are recognised, understood, and 
defined.  

Humane and effective cat 
management is achieved 
through a multifaceted and 
integrated national 
management plan. 

• All owned cats are desexed, microchipped, and kept at 
home. 

• There are no stray cats in New Zealand.  
• There are no feral cats in New Zealand.  
• Sensitive wildlife areas are identified and protected 

from the negative impacts of cats. 
Humane management for all 
cats is supported through a 
comprehensive legislative and 
regulatory framework. 

• Responsible agencies are identified to implement 
legislative and regulatory requirements. 

• A National Cat Management Act is enacted. 
• Local legislation supports national legislation for cat 

management. 
Humane management is 
supported through a 
comprehensive public 
engagement framework. 

• Responsible cat ownership is encouraged and 
supported. 

• There is public engagement on the negative impacts of 
cats on biodiversity. 

• There is public engagement on stray and feral cat 
management. 

Cat management strategies in 
New Zealand are evaluated to 
ensure they are effective and 
humane. 

• An ethics framework is used to help monitor and 
evaluate cat management activities. 

• An adaptive framework is used to monitor and evaluate 
cat management activities. 

• Robust data collection and management to inform cat 
management activities. 

Humane and effective cat 
management is achieved 
through multi-stakeholder 
collaboration. 

• New Zealand Government takes an active role in 
supporting multi-stakeholder oversight of cat 
management strategies.  

• Local New Zealand governments coordinate community 
cat management activities and liaise with national cat 
management activities. 

• Organisations representing conservation groups, animal 
welfare, veterinary medicine, and industry take an active 
role in cat management. 

• Individuals, including people who do and do not provide 
care for cats, take an active role in cat management. 
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12.1.4. National Cat Management Stakeholders 

National Cat Management Members (year joined) 

2014  

• Companion Animal Veterinarians Branch of the New Zealand Veterinary Association 
(CAV) a, b, c 

• Local Government New Zealand (LGNZ) a, b, c 
• Morgan Foundation (MF) (replaced by Predator Free New Zealand Trust) a, b 
• Companion Animals New Zealand (CANZ) (formerly New Zealand Companion Animal 

Council (NZCAC))  a, b, c 
• New Zealand Veterinary Association (NZVA) a, b, c 
• Royal New Zealand Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RNZSPCA) a, b, c 

2024 

• Predator Free New Zealand Trust c 
• Veterinarians for Animal Welfare Aotearoa (VAWA) c 

National Cat Management Group Technical Advisors (year joined) 

2014  

• Department of Conservation (DOC) a, b, c 

National Cat Management Group Observers (year joined) 

2014 

• Ministry for Primary Industries (MPI) a, b, c 

National Cat Management Strategy Report contribution: 

• a - Version 1 (2016) 
• b - Version 2 (2020) 
• c - Version 3 (2025) 
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12.2. Appendix B: Regional Pest Management Plans- Summary 
for Cats 
The following statutory obligations of the Biosecurity Act 1993 apply for cats included in a 
Regional Pest Management Plan:  

Section 52: Communication of pest or unwanted organisms 

No person shall knowingly communicate, cause to be communicated, release, or cause to 
be released, or otherwise spread any pest or unwanted organism except: 

a) in the course of and in accordance with a pest management plan; or  
b) as provided in an emergency regulation made under section 150; or 
c) for a scientific purpose carried out with the authority of the Minister; or  
d) as permitted either generally or specifically by a chief technical officer. 

Section 53: Duties of owners of organisms 

1) Subject to subsection (2), the owner or person in charge of an organism which that 
person knows or suspects constitutes, contains, or harbours a pest or unwanted organism 
must not— 

a) cause or permit that organism to be in a place where organisms are offered for sale 
or are exhibited; or 

b) sell or offer that organism for sale; or 
c) propagate, breed, or multiply the pest or unwanted organism or otherwise act in 

such a manner as is likely to encourage or cause the propagation, breeding, or 
multiplication of the pest or unwanted organism. 

(2) A chief technical officer may permit an owner or person in charge of an organism to 
carry out an act otherwise prohibited by this section. 

(3) Permission given under this section must be given either by notice in the Gazette or in 
writing to the owner or person in charge of an organism.
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In addition to the statutory obligations listed above, Regional Pest Management Plans may also include additional rules. Rules applying to 
cats are listed as a pest or unwanted organism in Table A1. 

Table B1: Regional Pest Management Rules for Cats1 

Council Status Definition Rule  

Auckland Unowned Cat 2 

(Felis catus) 
(a) Any cat which is not: 

(i) microchipped, or otherwise 
identified with owner’s name 
and address; and 

(ii) registered on the New Zealand 
Companion Animal Register. 

(b) which is within any site that contains 
a resident or breeding or roosting 
population of any regionally or 
nationally threatened bird, reptile, or 
amphibian, and is in a rural area. 

• Hauraki Gulf site-led programme 7.1.2.2: 
o Rule 7.1.2.2.1 No person shall move or allow to be moved any unowned 

cat to or among islands within the Hauraki Gulf Controlled Area.  
o Rule 7.1.2.2.2 No person shall bring any cat within 200m of any cat-

free island within the Hauraki Gulf Controlled Area. Rule 7.1.2.2.3 All 
commercial transport operators moving goods or people to or 
among Hauraki Gulf Islands must attain and maintain Pest Free 
Warrant accreditation.  

o Rule 7.1.2.2.4 All persons intending to move a building to or among 
islands in the Hauraki Gulf Controlled Area must notify Auckland 
Council at least ten working days prior to movement, to arrange 
inspection and approval by Auckland Council.  

• Auckland region site-led control programme 7.7.4.13: 

 

1 Bay of Plenty considers cats to be a part of the biosecurity framework but are not subjected to the RPMP. Canterbury and Chatham consider feral cats to be an 
organism or species of interest but are not subjected to the RPMP. 
 
2 Note: based on current knowledge of species distributions at time of writing, sites that meet these criteria are shown in Map 3. Note also cat control will only be 
undertaken on public land or on private land with consent of land occupier (see principle measures of achievement overleaf). Note: this programme does not 
prevent the continuing sale and distribution of cats within the region. 
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 o Rule 7.7.4.1.1 No person shall abandon, or cause to be abandoned, any 
cat within the Auckland region.  

o Rule 7.7.4.1.2 No person shall feed any cat on any park within the 
Auckland region that contains a resident or breeding or roosting 
population of any threatened native bird, reptile, or amphibian. 

• Rule 7.7.4.1.3 Any owner of a cat must ensure their cat does not enter an 
intensively managed site. 

Gisborne Pest: feral cat 

 

Cats without a collar/harness or 
microchip found outside the Gisborne 
urban area or a rural township. They 
have none of their needs provided by 
humans and survive by hunting their 
food. 

• Where a Site Led Pest Management Programme has been declared, all 
occupiers shall on a complaints-basis, and unless otherwise agreed 
between the neighbours and an authorised GDC staff member, control 
feral cats, act to significantly reduce the chance of these pests from their 
property re-infesting the adjacent property.  

Greater 
Wellington 

Pest: pest cat Pest cat means any cat within the 
Wellington Region that is: 

(i) not microchipped in an area where 
microchipping is compulsory, and 
free-living, unowned, and 
unsocialised, and has limited or no 
relationship with or dependence on 
humans, or 

(ii) not microchipped, or registered on 
the New Zealand Companion Animal 
Register, and is free-living, unowned, 
and unsocialised, and has limited or 

• Rule 1. No person shall feed or provide shelter to pest cats on private or 
public land within the Wellington Region, without the permission of the 
occupier. 
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no relationship with or dependence 
on humans. 

Hawkes 
Bay 

Pest: feral cats Any cat living in a wild state and not 
being kept as a domestic pet. 

• All occupiers within a Predator Control Area shall maintain cats in 
accordance with the Hawke's Bay Regional Predator Control Technical 
Protocol (PN 4970). 

Northland Pest: cats (feral, 
stray) 

Feral: Cats that have none of their needs 
provided by humans. Stray: Stray cats 
are companion/domestic cats that have 
been lost or abandoned. They may have 
many of their needs indirectly supplied 
by humans and live around centres of 
human habitation. 

• None listed besides the Biosecurity act pest rules. 

Waikato Pest: feral cats Feral cats are defined as free-living cats 
that have minimal or no reliance on 
humans, and which survive and 
reproduce in self-perpetuating 
populations (National Possum Control 
Agencies 2009. Feral and Stray Cats, 
Monitoring and Control, a Preliminary 
Guideline Towards Good Practice).  

• No person shall knowingly abandon or release, or cause to abandon or 
release to the wild any cat.  

• No person shall actively assist in the maintenance of any feral cat. 

Otago Pest: feral cats Wild or otherwise unmanaged  • No person shall keep, hold, enclose, or otherwise harbour in any place, 
either in transit to or present on Quarantine and Goat Islands any feral 
cats. 
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Southland Pest: feral cats, 
Bengal cats. 

Pest agent: 
domestic cat 

Wild or otherwise unmanaged • Rule 6: No person other than an authorised person shall possess, keep, 
hold, enclose, or otherwise harbour any Bengal cat within the Southland 
region.  
o Exemptions to this will be considered by Environment Southland 

where it can be demonstrated that any animal has been de-sexed 
and micro-chipped for identification and the person is not living on, 
or travelling to, Stewart Island/Rakiura or any other offshore island.  

• Any person who detects or suspects the presence of any Bengal cat 
within the Southland region, must immediately report the pest's 
presence and location to Environment Southland. 

• Rule 28: Note: This is a pest agent rule. No person shall: i) keep, hold, 
enclose, or otherwise harbour in any place, either in transit to or present 
on the Stewart Island/Rakiura site any domestic cat; or ii) release into the 
wild on the Stewart Island/Rakiura site any domestic cat. 
o Any person who is responsible for a domestic cat that is de-sexed 

and its identity microchipped is exempted from the provisions of Rule 
28(i). 

Tasman 
Nelson 

Pest- Feral and 
stray cats at 
certain sites. 

Pest agent- 
Companion 
cats at certain 
sites. 

Feral cats are cats that are born to feral 
or stray cats and live without direct or 
indirect assistance from humans and 
avoid human contact. 

• Any person who suspects the presence of any feral or stray cat within 
the ATNPSLP shall report its presence and location to Tasman District 
Council within 48 hours of their sighting. 

• No person shall deliberately release into the wild (into the Abel Tasman 
National Park and private enclaves) any cat, including a companion cat. 
This is a specific pest agent cat rule for the Abel Tasman National Park 
and enclaves Site-led Programme. 

• Over the duration of this Plan, and with regard to the St Arnaud Site-led 
Programme, any person who suspects the presence of any feral or stray 
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cat observed within the mapped area shall report its presence and 
location to Tasman District Council within 48 hours of their sighting.  

 

• Over the duration of this Plan, and with regard to the St Arnaud Site-led 
Programme:  
o No person shall keep, hold or harbour any companion cat within the 

mapped area unless it is desexed and its identity is microchipped, 
and the chip is registered on the New Zealand Companion Animal 
Register.  

o No person shall deliberately release into the wild (into the Nelson 
Lakes National Park and environs) any cat, including a companion 
cat. 

• Over the duration of this Plan, and with regard to high value sites within 
Nelson City:  

o Any person who suspects the presence of any feral or stray cat 
in any named high value site shall report its presence and 
location to Nelson City Council within 48 hours of their sighting.  

o No person shall feed or shelter any feral or stray cat in any named 
high value site. 

• No person shall deliberately release into the wild (in any named high 
value site in Nelson as shown on Map 25 in this Proposal) any cat, 
including a companion cat. 
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12.3. Appendix C: Best Practices for TNR 
Table C1: Resources for developing and implementing TNR programmes 

Organisation Type  Resources 

International Companion 
Animal Management 
Coalition 

Comprehensive guidelines 
for implementation 

Humane cat population 
management guidance 
 

International Cat Care Principles and background 
in determining solutions 

Cat-Friendly solutions for 
unowned cats 

Alley Cat Allies 
 

Procedure-based 
instructions for TNR 

A step-by-step guide to Trap-
Neuter-Return 

Population monitoring Feral cat colony tracking system 

Neighbourhood Cats 
 

Comprehensive guidelines 
for implementation 

The Neighbourhood Cats TNR 
Handbook 

Population monitoring Cat Stats 

ASPCA Pro 
 

Comprehensive guidelines 
for implementation 

Guide to Trap-Neuter-Return 
(TNR) and Colony Care 

Management protocols for 
shelter and clinic staff 

Special Considerations for 
Community Cats at Spay/Neuter 
Clinics Guide 

Best Friends Animal Society Comprehensive guidelines 
for implementation 

Community Cat Programs 
Handbook 

DC Cat Count Population monitoring Toolkit  
PetSmart Charities 
Community TNR Tactics and 
Tools 

Comprehensive guidelines 
for implementation 

Community TNR Tactics and 
Tools* 

*Email science@spca.nz for a copy  

https://www.icam-coalition.org/topic/humane-cat-population-management-guidance/
https://www.icam-coalition.org/topic/humane-cat-population-management-guidance/
https://www.icam-coalition.org/topic/humane-cat-population-management-guidance/
https://www.icam-coalition.org/topic/humane-cat-population-management-guidance/
https://www.icam-coalition.org/topic/humane-cat-population-management-guidance/
https://icatcare.org/unowned-cats/
https://icatcare.org/unowned-cats/
https://icatcare.org/unowned-cats/
https://www.alleycat.org/
https://www.alleycat.org/resources/how-to-help-community-cats-a-step-by-step-guide-to-trap-neuter-return/
https://www.alleycat.org/resources/how-to-help-community-cats-a-step-by-step-guide-to-trap-neuter-return/
https://hub.dccatcount.org/pages/toolkit
https://www.neighborhoodcats.org/
https://www.neighborhoodcats.org/how-to-tnr/getting-started/what-is-tnr
https://www.neighborhoodcats.org/how-to-tnr/getting-started/what-is-tnr
https://www.catstats.org/
https://www.aspcapro.org/resource/special-considerations-community-cats-sn-clinics-guide
https://www.aspcapro.org/sites/default/files/TNR_workshop_handbook.3.pdf
https://www.aspcapro.org/sites/default/files/TNR_workshop_handbook.3.pdf
https://www.aspcapro.org/resource/special-considerations-community-cats-sn-clinics-guide
https://www.aspcapro.org/resource/special-considerations-community-cats-sn-clinics-guide
https://www.aspcapro.org/resource/special-considerations-community-cats-sn-clinics-guide
https://resources.bestfriends.org/
https://network.bestfriends.org/education/manuals-handbooks-playbooks/community-cat-programs-handbook
https://network.bestfriends.org/education/manuals-handbooks-playbooks/community-cat-programs-handbook
https://hub.dccatcount.org/pages/toolkit
https://hub.dccatcount.org/pages/toolkit
https://www.amazon.com.au/PetSmart-Charities-Community-TNR-Tactics/dp/1497590167
https://www.amazon.com.au/PetSmart-Charities-Community-TNR-Tactics/dp/1497590167
mailto:science@spca.nz
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12.4. Appendix D: Review of TNR Studies and Outcomes 

Table D1: Actual population decreases 

Study Methodology Duration Outcome  

Levy et al., 
2003a; USA 

155 unowned cats living in colonies on a 
university campus over the study 
period; the programme included 
adoptions, vaccinations, euthanasia 
based on disease status, and controlled 
provision of food.  

11 years The initial census indicated 56% of the population was kittens, and 75% were 
unsocialised; Over the study period, 66% decrease in the cat population; with 
no kittens born after 4th year; 15% of cats returned; 47% of cats adopted; 6% 
moved to an area not under observation; 23% disappeared or died; 11% 
euthanased. 3/11 colonies were depleted, and colony size decreased from a 
range of 3-25 cats to 1-5 cats by the end of the study. Some immigration of 
cats into the colony (strays and abandoned cats) occurred, but new cats were 
desexed or adopted before they could reproduce. 

Nutter et al., 
2004; USA 
 

71 female cats and 171 kittens in mixed 
rural and suburban settings; RCT with 
treatment (n=6) and control colonies 
with no desexing (n=3); programme 
included vaccination for all cats. 

2 years All TNR colonies stabilised; mean population decline of 36% in TNR colonies; 
47% mean increase in control colonies. Seven-year follow-ups found TNR 
colonies stabilised and were declining in size while non-TNR control colonies 
increased in size and had a high turnover of cats. One TNR colony became 
extinct after 31 months, and the other colonies were reduced to five or fewer 
cats. Both TNR and control colonies had consistent low-level immigration.  

Mendes-de-
Almeida et 
al., 2006; 
BRA 

Female cats from an urban zoo colony of 
96 cats (80 adults, 16 kittens) were 
desexed and vaccinated.  

3 years; 
annual 
population 
estimates 

Population stopped growing between years of the study period with an 
estimated size of 59 cats at the start and 41 cats at the end. The number of 
immigrant cats diminished from 54% (Year 2) to 34.6% (Year 3) to 15% at the 
final census. The proportion of kittens in the population reduced gradually from 
17% to 7% (Year 2), to 6% (Year 3), and finally to 2.5%. 22 cats died throughout 
the study. 
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Natoli et al., 
2006; Italy 

103 cat colonies; 8,000 cats desexed 
and returned; 86% of original cats 
desexed. 

6 years 60.2% of cats desexed. Overall decrease from 1655 to 1293 cats; 55 colonies 
had decreased in colony size, 20 remained stable in size, and 28 had increased 
in size. The overall number of cats/colonies decreased over the study period 
from a median of 12 (range 4-50) to a median of 10 (range 2-40). TNR colonies 
controlled over a longer period (three, four, five or six years) decreased in size 
(by 16, 29, 28, and 32% respectively) whereas those TNR colonies controlled for 
two years or less increased in size (13%). Cat immigration is estimated at 21%. 

Mendes-de-
Almeida et 
al., 2011; BRA 

The population was estimated at 26 
cats at the initial census; All trapped 
female cats were desexed at two time 
points.  

2 Years The estimated colony size decreased from 26 to 17 over the study period. 
Kittens comprised 6% of captures in Year 1 and 0% in Year 3. Immigrant adult 
female cats comprised 30% of captures in Year 1 and 71% of captures in Year 3. 

Tan et al., 
2017; AUS 

Questionnaire on TNR activities, 53 
respondents; median of 69% of cats in 
colonies desexed; cats provided food 
and health care; rehoming included. 

2.2 years The median colony size decreased from 11.5 cats to 6.5 cats. 

Spehar & 
Wolf, 2017; 
USA 

Retrospective analysis of reports and 
interviews; approximately 300 cats in 
urban sites; vaccination and rehoming 
included. 

17 years The population was reduced by 1/3 through adoption and rehoming, the 
remaining population decreased over time. The last kittens born in the area 
happened in Year 6. By Year 11, 40 cats remained. By Year 17, the last observed 
cat died at age 16. 

Bissonnette 
et al., 2018: 
CAN 

RCT; 18 colonies (10 treatment, 8 
control) around barns and stables. 128 
adults, 15 kittens, and a median of 13.5 
cats per colony. An average of 97% of 
cats in TNR groups were desexed. 

1 year An average of 87% of cats were sterilised at 7.5 months and 12 months after 
the TNR event. TNR colonies had the same number of adult cats at 7.5 months 
and 12 months. Control colonies had a median increase of 2.5 adults per colony 
at 7.5 months. On median, there were .5 more cats at 7.5 months at control 
colonies and a reduction of 2 cats for TNR cats. No difference between the 
control and TNR groups in the number of kittens. 

Spehar & 
Wolf, 2018; 
USA 

Colony and neighbourhood-level data 
for 195 cats at 20 heavily urbanised 
sites. 79.5% sterilised after being 

10 years 92.3% (180) of cats trapped were sterilised; 79.5% (155) were sterilised after 
being trapped, and 12.8% 25) were previously sterilised. 30.3% of cats were 
adopted, 34.4% of cats disappeared, 3.1% of cats were euthanased, 1.5% died, 
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trapped, 12.8% previously sterilised. 
30.3% of cats were adopted, 34.4% of 
cats disappeared, and 7.6% other 
(euthanased, died, returned to the 
owner, relocated, or seized by animal 
services.  

1.5% were returned to owners, and 1.5% were relocated or seized by animal 
services. By Year 10, 22.6% of the 195 cats remained on site. A high of 88 cats 
across sites was recorded in Year 3 with a subsequent 50% reduction in the 
number of cats across sites by Year 10. Eight colonies were eliminated, 17 
colonies were reduced in size from peak levels, 11 dropped in size from initial 
levels, and 4 colonies had no change from initial levels. 

Swarbrick & 
Rand, 2018; 
AUS 

The original colony was approximately 
69 cats on an urban university campus; 
the programme included 
adoption/rehoming. 

9 years 
 

122 total cats over the study period; 78% reduction of campus cat population 
where TNR activities took place; 30% rehomed or returned to the owner, 30% 
dead or euthanased, and 29% disappeared. 34 cats had immigrated to the site 
during the study period. 

Kreisler et al., 
2019; USA 

Retrospective study with census data 
and medical records; the original colony 
was 455 cats in a seasonal residential 
coastal community near bush; included 
adoption, euthanasia, vaccination, and 
deworming. 

23 years; 10 
population 
surveys 

Over the study period, 1,111 cats returned, and 1,419 cats were removed by 
adoption, euthanasia died in care or were dead on arrival. 55% decrease in the 
free-roaming cat population; 80% decrease in the number of visits to the 
colony veterinary clinic; increase in the average age of active cat population 
from 16.6 months to 43.8 months; retrovirus prevalence decreased by .32% per 
year. 

Spehar & 
Wolf, 2019a; 
USA 

Year 28 follow-up study (Year 1, Levy et 
al., 2003a); 204 cats desexed. 

28 years At Year 28, 10 cats remained on site; 11/16 colonies were eliminated. 

Spehar & 
Wolf, 2020; 
USA 

175 cats; two-mile section of a walking 
and cycling path, mix of roadway, 
grassland, meadow and marshland. 127 
cats adopted or fostered; 10 relocated 
to barns; 20 disappeared; 35 
euthanased; 31 died from other reasons, 
4 migrated.  

16 years 99.4% reduction in the number of cats; 258 cats enrolled in TNR throughout 
the programme, and 1 remains. No kittens were born after 2006. Sterilised cats 
spent an average of 4.7 years on-site compared to an average of 2.4 years for 
unsterilised cats.  
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Coe et al., 
2021; USA 

Year 5 follow-up study (Elizondo & Loss, 
2016); 15 camera trapping locations in 
high, medium, and low urban density. 

4 sampling 
periods 
over 2 
months 

Detection-corrected abundance estimate decreased for individual cats from 
62 (Year 1) to 48 (Year 5) (non-significant); By Year 5, 27% of cats were ear-
tipped compared to 0% in Year 1. 

Gunther et 
al., 2022; ISR 

20 km2 urban area; Areas designated as 
low TNR and high TNR; In Phase 2 (5 
Years), 10,925 cats were sterilised in 
select areas; In Phase 3 (4 years), 11,219 
cats were sterilised in an expanded area. 

12 years; 
sampling 
periods at 
Years 2, 3, 4, 
and 8 after 
TNR 

26.5% increase of cats in Phase 2 surveyed areas; 23.1% reduction in the cat 
counts in the entire surveyed area in Phase 3. No significant reduction in kitten 
counts in the entire surveyed area. Phase 2 kitten counts increased annually by 
20.2% in the low TNR area and decreased by 42.4% in the high TNR area; Phase 
3 kitten count trends reversed- a 14.1% decrease in kitten counts in the low TNR 
area and an increase to 21.4% in high TNR areas. During Phase 3, there was a 
2.25-fold increase in kitten-to-queen ratio, which indicates increased kitten 
survival.  
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Table D2: Actual population increases or no change 

Study Methodology Duration Outcome 

Neville, 
1989; UK 

TNR 4 years The population fluctuated between 19 and 17, but no decline. There is a lack 
of details on this study, therefore, results should be interpreted with caution. 

Castillo & 
Clarke, 
2003; USA 

Colonies at two sites: a 24-ha park with 
forest and rockland and marina nest to a 
protected coastal beach area and near 
365-ha park with coastal dunes, scrub, 
marsh, and mangroves. Adoption and 
feeding were included in the programme. 

1 year; census 
taken, both 
sites sampled 
every 35-40 
days based on 
site. 

Nearly all cats were identified in the initial census and follow-up resighting 
sessions. There was a significant decrease in the cats from the original 
census at both sites. The total number of cats at one site increased over 
time, and there was not sufficient evidence to conclude if the other site was 
decreasing or increasing over time. The population increased for colonies 
due to the immigration of new cats dumped at or stray cats attracted to the 
food at the highly visible colony sites. 

Gunther et 
al., 2011; ISR 

184 cats and 76 kittens in residential 
urban sites; two feeding groups with TNR 
and two control colonies without TNR 
compared for immigration, emigration, 
and kitten survival. Vaccination was 
included in the programme. 

1 year; weekly 
observations 

73%-75% of the adult cats desexed in treatment groups. TNR groups had a 
significant increase in the number of adults, and an increase in total 
population due to higher immigration and lower emigration than control 
groups; kitten survival significantly increased in TNR colonies. The number of 
adults in control groups decreased significantly; the total number of cats 
was stable for one control group, and the other group increased significantly 
due to an increase in kittens. TNR groups had significantly greater 
immigration and less emigration than control groups. 

Natoli et al., 
2006; Italy 

103 cats registered urban colonies; 
census was taken on 8,000 cats 
desexed and returned; 86% of original 
cats desexed.  

10 years 60.2% of cats desexed. Overall decrease from 1655 to 1293 cats; 55 colonies 
had decreased in colony size, 20 remained stable in size, and 28 had 
increased in size. The overall number of cats/colonies decreased over the 
study period from a median of 12 (range 4-50) to a median of 10 (range 2-
40). TNR colonies controlled over a longer period (three, four, five or six 
years) decreased in size (by 16, 29, 28, and 32% respectively) whereas those 
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TNR colonies controlled for two years or less increased in size (13%). Cat 
immigration was estimated at 21%. 

Spehar & 
Wolf, 2018a; 
USA 

Colony and neighbourhood-level data 
for 195 cats at 20 heavily urbanised sites. 
79.5% sterilised after being trapped, 
12.8% previously sterilised. 30.3% of cats 
were adopted, 34.4% of cats 
disappeared, and 7.6% other 
(euthanased, died, returned to the 
owner, relocated, or seized by animal 
services. 

10 years By Year 10, 22.6% of the 195 cats remained on site. A high of 88 cats across 
sites was recorded in Year 3 with a subsequent 50% reduction in the number 
of cats across sites by Year 10. Eight colonies were eliminated, 17 colonies 
were reduced in size from peak levels, 11 dropped in size from initial levels, 
and 4 colonies had no change from initial levels. 

Kilgour et al., 
2017; USA 

Two neighbourhoods with one treatment 
and control site each in a heavily 
urbanised area; 125 and 60 cats desexed 
and returned at two sites, colony cats 
made up 76% and 52% of cats trapped 
and returned at two sites, vaccination 
and rehoming included. 

1 Year, a 
census was 
taken twice 

50% increase in the number of cats sterilised in treatment areas, no 
significant change in the number of cats in treatment or control sites across 
the years. One treatment site had twice as many cats in the second census. 
Turnover of new cats sighted in the second year was the highest at 98% at 
one treatment site and the lowest at 77% at the other treatment site. 
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Table D3: Changes in local shelter intake or number of cats trapped 

Study Methodology Duration Outcome 

Hughes & 
Slater, 
2002; USA  

University campus: 101/158 cats 
returned, concurrent vaccination, 
euthanasia, or adoption for cats and 
kittens when appropriate. 

2 years Decrease in cats and kittens caught in Year 2 (35) compared to Year 1 (123). 
The proportion of tame cats was significantly greater in Year 2 compared to 
Year 1. Decrease in complaints to university pest services. 

Hughes et 
al., 2002; 
USA 

Colonies at mixed urban and rural sites; 
7,903 desexed.  

6 years Cat euthanasia at local municipal shelters decreased by 18% during the TNR 
programme; complaints of cat nuisance decreased significantly during the 
TNR programme. 

Johnson & 
Cicirelli, 
2014; USA 

10,080/11,423 impounded cats desexed 
and returned in an urban county. 

4 years The number of cats and kittens impounded by the city decreased by 29.1%, 
and euthanasia in the animal shelter decreased from 47% to 23%. Euthanasia 
of cats in the shelter due to upper respiratory disease decreased by 99% 
and the number of dead cats collected from the streets decreased by 20%. 
958 (9.5%) cats of the desexed and returned were re-impounded. 

Levy et al., 
2014; USA 

2,366 cats (54% of the population) 
desexed; concurrent adoption 
programme in a geographically discrete 
urban area where shelter intake is higher 
than in other areas. 

2 years Per capita shelter intake was 3.5-fold higher, and euthanasia was 17.5-fold 
higher in the non-target area. Shelter cat intake from the target area 
decreased by 66% compared to a decrease of 12% in the non-target area. 
Only 0.5% of cats admitted to the TNR clinic in the study were euthanased 
due to health issues and only 0.3% of cats died peri-operatively. The study 
also included a concurrent nuisance counselling programme for residents. 

Spehar & 
Wolf, 2018b; 
USA 

Return to Field and targeted TNR 
combined in an urban shelter; 11,746 cats 
sterilised, vaccination and rehoming 
included.  

3 years 84.1% decline in euthanasia, intake decreased by 37.6%, and live release rate 
increased to 47.7%. The number of complaints to the city declined.  
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Spehar & 
Wolf, 2019; 
USA 

Return to Field and TNR combined in six 
diverse communities; 72,970 cats 
enrolled; 71,311 desexed, vaccinated, and 
returned. 

3 years Median reduction of 32% in intake, median decline of 83% in euthanasia, 
median live-release rate increased by 53%.  

Zito et al., 
2019; NZ 

Pilot; 84% desexed and returned, 5% 
euthanased for health reasons, and 10% 
rehomed. 

1 year At local shelter near project site: 39% decrease in incoming adult strays; 17% 
decrease in incoming juvenile strays; 34% decrease in underage euthanasia; 
7% decrease in unsocialised stray cats sterilised and returned; 47% 
decrease in unsocialised adult and juvenile stray cat euthanasia. 
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Table D4: Simulations of population changes 

Study Methodology Duration Outcome 

Foley et al., 
2005 

Population modelling. 10 years; 7 
years  

Inconsistent reduction in per capita growth, the population multiplier, or the 
proportion of female cats that were pregnant. 

Nutter, 
2006 

Population modelling of TNR. 12.8 years Elimination of a cat population with an annual neutering rate of 75-85%. 

Andersen et 
al., 2004 

Population modelling of TNR.  Effective control of cat population with 75% desexing of female cats. 

Budke & 
Slater, 2009 

Population modelling of non-
surgical compared to surgical 
contraception. 

3 years Stabilisation of the cat population size would require surgical desexing of over 51% 
of both adult and juvenile female cats annually. Once the population stabilises, 
approximately 14% of the total female population would require desexing annually 
or having 71% of the total female population and 81% of the adult female population 
sterilised to maintain a stable population. 

Schmidt et 
al., 2009 

Population modelling of TNR using 
different capture and immigration 
rates. 

25 years With no immigration into the colony, the cat population size decreased by 46%. A 
similar effect on population modelling occurred with the lethal control programme. 

Jones & 
Down, 2011; 
S AFR 

5 university campuses; census 
taken over 3 months with an 
estimate of 186 cats across all sites 
and density of 161 cats per km2, 
combined with cat caregiver 
questionnaires; sites had a range of 
8-43 cats; average sterilisation 
across sites 55 ± 11% (range of 0-
100%). 

 There was a significant linear negative relationship between number of cats and 
sterilisation percentage. Linear equations indicated that for every 16% increase in 
sterilisation, the number of cats decreased by 10. % of younger cats decreased as 
sterilisation increased, but density increased by 1 cat per hectare. At 55% 
sterilisation, the population was predicted to remain stable, however, caregivers 
underestimated the number of cats by 7± 37%. The recommendation is to increase 
sterilisation to 90% to reduce population long-term.  
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McCarthy 
et al., 2013 

Population modelling of lethal 
control, TNR, and ‘trap-vasectomy-
hysterectomy-return’ (TVHR). 

6,000 days TVHR was superior to both lethal control and TNR in reducing cat population based 
on a decrease in feral cat populations at lower capture rates compared to lethal 
control or TNR. Cat days in the environment (one way of assessing possible cat 
impact on wildlife) were also predicted to decrease more rapidly with increased 
capture rates for TVHR). 

Miller et al., 
2014 

Population modelling of TNR 
compared to ‘trap and kill’. 

50 years TNR can stabilise and reduce cat populations and be effective compared to the 
traditional ‘trap and kill’. The model assumed that trapping efficiencies for ‘trap and 
remove’ and TNR were identical potentially understating the effectiveness of TNR.  

Dias et al., 
2017 

Population modelling of current 
sterilisation rate, 100% annual 
sterilisation of intact females, the 
annual removal of cats to the 
mainland, and the latter two 
strategies combined; interviews 
with island residents on behaviours; 
estimations of free-roaming cat 
population size and density. 

50 years Total population of cats on the island was estimated at 1287; modelling the current 
sterilisation rate led to a 34.3% increase in population after 50 years; modelling the 
100% sterilisation rate of intact females led to a 31.2% increase in population; 
modelling the removal of cats required an annual removal rate of 11.7% to stabilise 
the population; modelling the combined annual removal and 100% sterilisation of 
females required a removal rate of 9.2% to stabilise the population. 

Lohr et al., 
2012b 

Cost-effectiveness of TNR 
compared to trap and kill in a closed 
population compared to annual 10% 
supplementation with new cats.  

30 years With no supplementation of new cats, TNR took 30 years to extirpate cats; Trap and 
kill removed 30,000 cats in the first year led to extirpation in 75% of the models in 
the second year. With a 10% supplement of new cats each year, the colony returned 
to its original size in 6 years and trap and kill had to be repeated, TNR never reduced 
the colony size to zero. 
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12.5. Appendix E: International Legislation for Cat Management  
In many countries, the term ‘feral’ may be used for ‘stray’ cats as defined under New Zealand law. 

Table E1: Countries with cat management legislation (excluding Australia). 

Country Desexing Microchipping Registration 
Canada* X (10 municipalities) 

 
X (locally) 

Belgium** 
 

X X 
Bulgaria** 

 
X (breeding animals) X (breeding animals) 

England 
 

X X (microchip, non-government database) 
Estonia** 

 
X (locally) X (locally) 

France** 
 

X X 
Germany** X (includes stray cats) X (includes stray cats) X (includes stray cats) 
Greece** 

 
X X 

Italy** 
 

X (sold and colony cats) X (sold and colony cats) 
Latvia** 

 
X X 

Lithuania**  X X (state database) 
Luxembourg** 

 
X X 

Malta** 
 

X (if sold in a pet shop) X (if sold in a pet shop) 
Portugal** 

 
X 

 

Slovenia** 
 

X 
 

Spain** 
 

X (locally) X (locally) 
United States*** X (locally) 

  

*Eight municipalities in British Columbia mandate that cats may not ‘roam at large’ and ten municipalities in British Columbia prohibit owner/guardians from allowing non-desexed cats to ‘roam 
at large’ (Human Canada: www.humanecanada.ca/animal_control).  

** See the EU Dog & Cat Alliance National Legislation for more information. 

*** See Michigan State University Animal Legal & Historical Center Detailed discussion of state spay and neuter laws.

http://www.humanecanada.ca/animal_control
https://www.dogandcatwelfare.eu/national-legislation/
https://www.animallaw.info/article/detailed-discussion-state-spay-and-neuter-laws#fn17
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Table E2: Australian state-based legislation for domestic cat management* 

Element ACT NSW QLD SA TAS VIC WA 

Cat registration No Yes  
(by 6 months 
of age) 

No No No Yes  
(from 3 
months of 
age)  

Yes 
(from 3 
months of 
age) 

Collar & tag 
 

No No No No No No No 

Microchip Yes 
(before 
sale/transfer of 
ownership and 
by 3 months of 
age) 

Yes 
(before 
sale/transfer 
of ownership 
and by 3 
months of 
age) 

Yes 
(before 3 
months of 
age) 

Yes 
(before 
sale/transfer 
of ownership 
and by 3 
months of 
age) 

Yes 
(by 6 months 
of age) 

Yes 
(by 3 months 
of age) 

Yes 
(by 6 months 
of age) 

Containment Yes       
Desexing 
 

Yes  
(by 3 months 
of age) 

No No Yes 
(by 6 months 
of age) 

Yes 
(by 6 months 
of age) 

No Yes 
(by 6 months 
of age 

Breeder Registration 
 

Yes 
(from 3 months 
of age if 
undesexed) 

No No Yes 
(by 6 months 
of age) 

No 
 

Yes 
(if possess >3 
undesexed 
cats) 

Yes 
(by 6 months 
of age) 

Breeder required to comply 
with standards 

Yes Yes No Yes No  Yes No 
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Must not abandon No No No No Yes Yes No 
Must not feed a feral/stray cat No No No No No Yes No 
Nuisance Yes Yes No No No Yes Yes 
Stray cats to be surrendered No No No No No Yes No 
Prohibited areas Yes Yes No Yes No No No 
Animal Management Plans No No No Yes No Yes No 
 
*Modified from the ‘Comparison of key elements of state-based cat management legislation’ table in Identifying Best Practice Cat Management in Australia (RSPCA Australia 2018) 
 
*There is no territory-based legislation relating to cat management in the NT 

 


