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Abstract

Traditional urban cat management in Australia has relied heavily on impoundment and of
cats not reclaimed or adopted. Evidence shows this approach is both ineffective and
harmful for animal and human welfare. A One Welfare framework, which recognises the
interconnected wellbeing of people, animals, and the environment, offers more effective
solutions. Community Cat Programs (CCPs) use targeted desexing, microchipping, support
for semi-owners, and return-to-field strategies to reduce shelter intake, euthanasia, and cat-
related complaints. Evidence from Queensland demonstrates substantial improvements,
consistent with recent published evaluations of CCPs in both urban and rural contexts
(Cotterell et al. 2025a; Rand et al. 2024).

Introduction

One Welfare highlights the close links between human, animal, and environmental
wellbeing. When these are addressed together, management strategies become more
effective and sustainable. In cat management, failing to consider these links has led to high
euthanasia rates, negative community outcomes, and no reduction in free-roaming cat
numbers (Cotterell et al. 2025b). This summary outlines the results of targeted CCPs in
Queensland, which align with One Welfare and provide a practical alternative to traditional
methods.

Problems with Current Approaches

Impoundment and euthanasia of cats not reclaimed or adopted remains the dominant
management strategy in much of Australia. Nationally, one-third of cats entering shelters
and pounds are euthanised. One quarter of council-operated pounds in NSW and Victoria
receiving more than 50 cats a year euthanise 67-100%. Most cats entering shelters and
pounds are healthy, young, and labelled “strays.”

The human toll is significant: veterinarians, shelter staff, and animal management officers
experience compassion fatigue and trauma associated with killing healthy and treatable
animals. Carers (semi-owners) whose cats are killed report long-term distress (Scotney
2023). Despite the large number of cats and kittens killed, the number of cats impounded
remains stable or increasing, indicating no environmental benefit (Cotterell et al. 2025b).

Community Cat Programs as a Solution

Evidence shows that CCPs are effective in reducing shelter and pound intake and euthanasia
(Rand et al. 2024). Core strategies include:



1. Targeted Desexing for owned and semi-owned cats (cared for by caregivers who do not -
perceive ownership)

- Focused on disadvantaged suburbs with high intakes or cat-related calls

- Free cat desexing and microchipping aimed at stopping kittens being born to die or
become strays.

2. Supporting Semi-owners
- Encouraging adoption of timid and shy cats reduces impoundments.

3. Managing Multi-cat Sites

- Desexing, microchipping, and caregiver support.

- Legislative reform is needed to enable these cats to be desexed and returned to their
caregivers (semi-owners).

4. Return-to-Field Programs

- Allow impounded cats that are healthy but fearful cats to be desexed, ear-tipped, and
returned to their home location rather than be euthanised.

- When return is not possible because of danger to the cats or their home location is
unknown, cats may be relocated as working or barn cats.

5. Assistive and supportive approach as a first response to resolving cat-related complaints
rather than an enforcement and punishment approach. An approach aligned with One
Welfare balances and optimizes the wellbeing of humans, animals and their physical and
social environments.

Outcomes in Ipswich, Queensland

In three targeted suburbs, program evaluation showed:

- 63% reduction in intake by year three.

- 70% reduction in euthanasia.

- 4500 cats desexed, most from owned or semi-owned households.
- 54% decline in free-roaming cat sightings using camera traps.

These results are consistent with broader urban evaluations (Cotterell et al. 2025a) and
mirror outcomes from rural CCPs (Rand et al. 2024).

Discussion

Community Cat Programs deliver measurable improvements across animal, human, and
environmental welfare, making them a clear One Welfare success story. Their effectiveness
relies on:

- Targeting high-intake suburbs.

- Micro-targeting within suburbs to locations most at risk of cats being impounded (often
multi-cat sites).

- Providing free desexing and microchipping.

- Supporting semi-owners and caregivers.



- Council adoption of a supportive and assistive approach as a first line of response to cat-
related nuisance calls rather than a enforcement and punishment approach

Conclusion

CCPs provide a humane, sustainable, and evidence-based pathway for urban cat
management. Unlike traditional methods, CCPs reduce shelter intake, protect staff and
community wellbeing, and address the environmental impacts of free-roaming cats.
Implementing these programs widely would bring Australia closer to a national model of
One Welfare in practice.
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