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Cat management strategies for Australia 

Magnitude of the problem  

An unknown number of homeless and unwanted cats are euthanased annually in Australian shelters and pounds. Lack of  

transparency hinders assessment of the magnitude, but the number euthanased is estimated to be well in excess of 100,000.   

Average euthanasia rates are greater than  60%, and range from 20->75% in facilitates taking in > 1000 cats/year.  Euthanasia of 

treatable and adoptable pets is a global problem, and there are similar estimates for combined dog and cat euthanasia rates in the 

US and Australia (8-10/human 1000 population). 

 

In Australia, it costs an estimated $250 million annually for government and animal welfare agencies to manage the unwanted pet 

problem.  However, statistics show the number of cats entering shelters has not decreased substantially compared to 7-10 years 

ago, despite this expenditure.   Not included in this financial cost to the community, is the human cost.  Of shelter workers  

directly involved with euthanasia, approximately 50% develop post-traumatic stress, predisposing them to depression, substance 

abuse, high blood pressure, sleeplessness and suicide.   Staff turnover rate in shelters is proportional to the euthanasia rate. The 

health costs associated with these adverse effects on shelter workers has never been measured.    

 

Cat Statistics 

Based on National RSPCA statistics, the number of cats reclaimed and rehomed each year is steadily increasing; however the total 

number euthanased is substantially higher than 2003/2004. The majority of animals entering shelters and being euthanased are 

adult cats and kittens 

 

Of cats arriving at RSPCA shelters nationally, 30% are found new homes (similar to dogs), but only 4-7% are reclaimed (compared 

to approximately 30-35% of dogs), resulting in a euthanasia rate of approximately 60%, which is double that for dogs.   

 

Experience in Australia and USA, shows that approximately 10% of cats arriving at shelters are untreatable, that is, their behaviour 

makes them an unacceptable risk to the community, or for welfare reasons, their health issues are not manageable. Therefore, 

with appropriate resources, approximately 90% of cats entering shelters are treatable and rehomable. 
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Kittens from owned queens 

Over half the cats entering into shelters are kittens and nearly 40% of kittens are from owned queens. However, the Queensland 

Household Survey found 94% of owned cats are desexed. In Sydney, desexing rates are 97%. So why are the kittens coming in? In 

Australia and USA, 12-20% of owned queens that are ultimately desexed have a litter of kittens first. Staggeringly, the number of 

kittens born from cats that were ultimately sterilised was calculated at only slightly less and not statistically different from those 

that were never sterilised (2.5 versus 3.4). Therefore, veterinarians have major opportunity and responsibility to reduce the “spay 

delay” and promote early-age desexing. It is vital that the cat-owning public are educated that it is not good for the cat to have a 

litter of kittens, it is not good for the kids to see the cycle of life in this way (which may be very short for unwanted kittens) and 

they are not too young to be desexed (cats can be pregnant by 16 weeks of age). Animal welfare agencies need to partner with 

universities to ensure that veterinary graduates have hands-on skills in early-age desexing, and are motivated to implement it. 

 

A study of 1660 cats investigating the long term risks and benefits of early-age gonadectomy concluded that the benefits of  

desexing before or after 5 months of age were overwhelmingly in favour of early-age desexing. For both males and females, it  

resulted in better behaviour and health compared to cats desexed later than 5 months of age. In male cats, there were decreased 

signs of abscesses, aggression, sexual behaviours, urine spraying, and in both males and females asthma, gingivitis and hyperactivity 

were reduced.  

 

Stray kittens  

In Victoria, 33% of phone respondents owned a cat but 22% of respondents said they fed a cat that was not their own and not the 

neighbour’s. In both Australia and USA, this population of ‘semi-owned” cats is estimated to be equal to two thirds of the owned 

cat population. However, only 20% are desexed.  Clearly strategies that target owned cats will have limited effect on this  

population of cats and kittens. What is urgently needed is to better understand what drives this human behaviour, and what are 

the barriers to these people taking ownership and having the cat desexed.  Social marketing messages that are effective in changing 

behaviour of semi-owners are urgently required. 

 

What can we do to save cats? 

We need to focus on preventing unwanted kittens being born, both from owned queens and from unowned/semi-owned queens, 

and reducing entry to shelters and pounds of owned and unowned adult cats . To achieve this will need targeted evidence-based 

strategies. Clearly, if $250 million is spent in Australia every year in managing a problem which is not improving, different strategies 

are required. 

 

Strategies to prevent unwanted kittens from owned queens  

Veterinarians need to include spey/neuter in the initial preventive health program for kittens; the message should be vaccinate and 

desex. For that to happen, requires that professional organisations such as the Australian Veterinary Association, embrace early-

age desexing for kittens, as has the American Veterinary Medical Association. Universities need to graduate students who are 

trained in early-age desexing of cats, and for this to happen effectively, animal welfare organisations need to partner in the training 

of veterinary students. Also needed are veterinarians who are sympathetic to the problem facing shelters and are motivated to 

make a difference. Animal welfare agencies need to assist universities to increase awareness of graduates of the magnitude of  

challenges facing shelters. An example of this is to provide the opportunity for a shelter rotation for all veterinary students,  

especially in later years of course.  

 

Strategies to prevent unwanted kittens from unowned queens  

Of kittens entering shelters around Australia, 56% are stray but most are socialised to humans; they are not feral. The population 

of cats fed by people who do not perceive they own them is equal two thirds of the owned cat population, but only 1 in 5 are  

desexed. This is an opportunity for veterinarians to simultaneously help address the problem of unwanted kittens, and develop 

these semi-owners as clients.  The postcodes where the greatest number of kittens are coming from each year are readily  

identified from shelter records. What is needed are targeted desexing campaigns in these areas supported by social marketing 

messages which are effective in getting these semi-owners to either stop feeding the cat, or have it desexed and identified. This 

needs to be supported by opportunities for the desired behaviour, that is, affordable and accessible desexing. Increasingly, shelter-

driven programs, either community clinics or mobile vans, or for-profit, high volume, low cost desexing clinics will fill this gap if 

veterinarians do not take the opportunity to be involved.   For example, veterinary practices in a given area could work together 

offering subsidised desexing on a quiet day of the week once a month from April through to September. There is the opportunity 

for veterinarians to be proactive and negotiate with local municipal councils and shelters to provide subsidies for desexing. It is 

feasible that for the animal welfare agencies, every dollar spent in the community on subsidised desexing is reflected by savings in 
excess of the costs as a result of fewer cats and kittens entering shelters.  Entry of kittens into shelters is very seasonal, with an 

influx beginning late September and peaking through spring and summer. The influx decreases in April to a low in August, with only 

one third the numbers of kittens entering shelters compared to the peak months.  This means desexing programs can be targeted 

for autumn and winter, often less busy times in veterinary practice. 

 

For semi-owned and unowned cats, trap-neuter and return (TNR) can decease colony size over time (eg. University of Florida 

data). However, it is costly to implement except in localised areas eg schools, hospitals, local suburban areas, and is most indicated 

for areas where kittens are being brought into shelters that are poorly socialised and at high risk of euthanasia. Several surveys of 

the general public have indicated that the majority of people do not want to kill unowned cats. For example, when asked about 

what would you do about unowned cats in the street, only 15% said trap and kill and 81% said leave alone, when these were the 

only two alternatives.  
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Arguments against trap-neuter and return state that from a  welfare perspective it is better that cats are not to be released to live 

free, because they may get injured or sick and are unable to be treated. However, this is not logical. Surveys show that most free 

living cats are healthy and have optimum body conditions, and if this argument is extended to other free living species, than we 

should capture other free living creatures to avoid them getting sick/injured at some later date. 

 

Killing and removing cats is not cost effective over time, unless the area is an island or a peninsula and can be fenced off, as the 

area is quickly repopulated with new cats with higher energy requirements than neutered cats, and the new population kill  

greater numbers of wildlife per cat - pregnant, lactating or entire cats have higher energy intakes than desexed cats. 

 

Shelter-neuter and return is being promoted in some shelters in USA, and involves neutering shelter cats and releasing them into 

the area they came from. The rationale is that only 2% of cats are reclaimed by the owners nationally from shelters in USA (4-7% 

Aus), and that cats are 13 times more likely to return home by non-shelter means than by via shelter means. A survey of owners 

who found their lost cat, reported that 66% of lost cats were found because they returned home, and only 7% were found via a 

call or visit to a shelter. Therefore, releasing stray cats likely results in many more cats being spared from euthanasia. Poorly  

socialised adult cats, if taken to shelters, face almost certain death given euthanasia rates of 60% across all cats and 93% for feral 

cats. When implemented by San Jose City Animal Service, the shelter-neuter and return program resulted in a 25% decrease in cat 

intake and a 17% decrease in dead cat pickups from road.  

 

Environmental concerns, and particularly the impact of cats on native fauna, are often an argument used to support trap and kill of 

unowned cats and argue against trap-neuter and return. However, reality shows that the cost of taking cats out of a contained area 

is enormous, for example, $24.6 million was spent removing rabbits from a 128 sq km area (Macquarie Is). In addition, the conse-

quence on native wildlife can be negative rather than positive, if other introduced species are not removed at the same time. The 

classic example is Macquarie Island, where the environmental damage and negative impact on native wildlife was much more severe 

after cats were removed, because of the explosion in the rabbit population. Trap and kill, or killing without  

trapping, should be reserved where there is endangered wild life, the area can be fenced with cat-proof fencing, and all  

introduced pest species are removed including cats, rabbits, foxes, rats and mice.   Cost is prohibitive and not justifiable to  

remove feral cats in areas where there are not endangered wildlife. Removing and killing is not effective unless at least 50% are 

killed, and because of the magnitude of the problem and the capacity of cats to repopulate the area, it is not economically  

feasible. Based on the cost of removing rabbits from Macquarie Island, it is in excess of $1,5 trillion for the whole of Australia, 

which exceeds the gross domestic product (GDP). Estimates from USA indicate that shelters and pounds would need to kill 8-20 

times more cats to achieve this, because the population killed currently is only about 2-5% of the free-living cat population. When 

surveyed in a poll, pet owners said shelters should only kill animals too sick or aggressive for adoption – so clearly there is not 

general public support for markedly increased killing of cats to achieve this level of population control.  

 

The arguments surrounding semi-owned or unowned cats in suburban environments and protection of wildlife are usually  

emotive and are often misinformed. What cats kill is very dependent on the locality and the predominant wildlife. In suburbs and 

peri-urban areas where there are introduced rats, mice, rabbits, and other pest species such as Indian Mynas and Asian geckos, 

these will form a significant component of what cats kill. Studies of cat predation show that cats kill approximately 6 times as many 

rodents, including rabbits and rats, as birds. Therefore, more research is needed to inform the debate and hence strategy for  

protecting semi-owed and owned cats, and protecting wildlife. Removing cats from an area has three potential outcomes,  

depending on the predominant native wildlife in the area and density of introduced species:  a overall positive effect on native  

wildlife;  a neutral effect (that is, predation by cats of native wildlife is balanced by cat predation of introduced species – species 

which have negative effects on wildlife eg Indian Mynas, rats, mice, and rabbits); or a negative effect on wildlife because of the  

positive effect of predation by cats of introduced pest species - which outweighs the negative effect of cats’ predation on wildlife 

(e.g.. Macquarie Island). Banning cats from new housing estates is often used for marketing purposes to promote the idea of an  

ecofriendly development. If fact, much of this is misinformed and that destruction of native wildlife is far greater from destruction 

of vegetation in the process of building residences, and worsened by removal of vegetation for turfed areas and gardens planted 

with either exotic plants, or native plants not suitable for the endemic native wildlife – often resulting in 90-100% loss of native 

vegetation endemic to the area and hence native wildlife.  

 

Strategies to prevent unwanted owned adult cats- act early! 

Many cat owners who relinquished a pet visited a veterinarian in the preceding year, and many cats are relinquished within 9 

months of acquisition. Therefore, veterinarians and veterinary technicians are at the front line of prevention of relinquishment. By 

being proactive and acting early to manage behaviour and other problems, veterinarians can save lives.  Ultimately, behaviour clin-
ics similar to the model for puppy preschools, could be run by trained animal technicians in the evening, providing cost-effective 

and accessible behaviour management services to clients.  

 

Strategies to prevent stray (but owned) cats entering shelters 

An unknown proportion of owned cats that have wandered off the owner’s property enter shelters and pounds. Cats are almost 3 

times as likely as dogs to disappear from households. Clearly, if owned cats were confined on the owner’s property, this source of 

cats entering shelters would be reduced.  Confinement on the property is a healthier option for cats because it reduces motor 

vehicle accidents and cat fight wounds, a common reason cats require veterinary treatment, and it might also reduce impact on the 

native fauna. Some local governments require cats to be confined in the same way dogs are expected to be contained, but this is 

still uncommon in Australia. Physical fencing is best for confinement, and many examples are available  on the Victorian govern-

ment website, however this can be expensive. If physical fencing is not adequate or feasible, electronic fencing installed by a reputa-

ble installer who provides species-appropriate training, is a second best option for cats, although it does not prevent other cats 

coming in to owner’s yard and fighting.  
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Other smaller containment systems provide less opportunities for physical activity, and can be more stressful for the cat, especially 

if the cat does not have continuous direct access into the house. Containment solely in house is likely to be a less stimulating  

environment (more boring) for most cats, and statistically contributes to obesity and diabetes which reduce a cat’s life span. For 

example, in one study only 50% of obese cats were alive in 4 years compared to 80% lean cats.  Efficacy of microchipping also 

needs to be improved. In a Queensland study, of cats that were reclaimed from RSPCA shelters, only 13% were microchipped 

prior to admission. Contact details are often not kept current and strategies to facilitate this could involve alliances with post,  

telecommunication and energy companies to provide options for pet owners to permit microchip data base companies to be  

notified of changes. 

 

So in summary, what if.....??? 

 Every owned cat was confined on the owner’s property and identified with a tag and microchipped. 

 Microchip details were easily updated when changing address through collaborations between microchip data-base  

companies and postal, telephone and electricity companies. 

 Every veterinary student graduated sympathetic to the challenges facing shelters, were skilled at early-age spey/neuter in 

cats and motivated to help from practice. 

 Every veterinary practice incorporated early-age desexing for cats in their initial preventative health program together with 

vaccination. 

 Healthy stray cats likely to be euthanased are neutered and released back into the location they were found. 

 Shelters redirected significantly more resources into subsidised spay/neuter programs. 

 These programs were: 

  Targeted to the postcodes generating unwanted kittens 

 Targeted  for autumn and winter to stop the kitten tide in spring and summer, and 

 Supported by effective social marketing messages to change the behaviour of people feeding cats without neutering, 

 and to stop the “spay delay”. 

 

Would we kill as many cats & kittens? 
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