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Abstract:  

In August 2008 the University of New South Wales commenced a one-year trial of a trap-neuter-return (TNR) program to manage 

the population of approximately 80 free-living cats on its Kensington campus.  The goals of the trial included an audit of cats on 

campus, stabilization of cat numbers through TNR, and a subsequent reduction in cat numbers over time while maintaining the 

health of remaining campus cats.  By December 2009 cat numbers had reduced by 36%, and 95% of female cats were desexed.  

Continuation of the TNR program since 2009 has resulted in a stable population of 30 cats.  All females and all but 2 males are 

desexed, and no kittens have been born on campus since 2010.  A daily program of cat feeding has been established, with a waiting 
list of volunteers to join this initiative.  This highly successful program, which is funded through donations, continues with the 

university’s approval and support. 

 
  

 Successful application of TNR principles to a cat management program on an Australian  

 university campus 

5th National G2Z Summit & Workshops 
Taking G2Z To The Next Level 
10 September - 14 September 2013 

Outrigger Surfers Paradise 

Speaker profile and abstract 

Conference Partner 
Conference Convenor 

Dr Helen Swarbrick is a full-time academic at the  

University of New South Wales.  She is President of Campus 

Cats NSW, a registered animal welfare charity formed as the 

business arm of the informal Campus Cat Coalition.  

Although she has no training in animal  
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Introduction: 

 
The Kensington campus of the University of New South Wales in Sydney’s eastern suburbs has always been the home of free-living 

cats.  Even before the university campus was established in 1949 the area that is now the main campus was the site of a racecourse 

and racing stables, and of course had a resident population of semi-wild cats to help control vermin.   

 

Nowadays the campus is bordered on one side by the Royal Randwick racecourse and associated stables to the north, and a 

shopping strip, Kingsford, to the southwest.  Both of these form a largely uncontrolled reservoir for untamed free-living cats.  The 

campus is also surrounded to the east, south and west by residential areas, and further towards the coast is a large hospital 

complex.  This means that there are many sources for cats to move on to the campus, to supplement a long-established population 

of campus cats. 

 

Until 2000 the campus cat population was essentially uncontrolled.  Then a member of university staff and cat lover, Sue Richardson, 

started an informal program of feeding the campus cats, supported by a small group of volunteers from the staff of the university 

called the Campus Cat Coalition (CCC).  She also instigated a program of trapping and desexing cats wherever possible, and then 

releasing them back on to the campus, based on the newly developed animal management philosophy of TNR (trap-neuter-return). 

 

During this early period, there was little formal university management support for the program, and no financial support except 

through intermittent donations from CCC members and others.  Inevitably the program began to founder, particularly when Sue 

left her job at the university.  Feeding became intermittent, and cat numbers began to grow because of lack of money to fund 

desexing. 

 
There was also some vocal opposition to the existence of the cat population on campus, and calls for their extermination.  In the 

summer of 2007-8, some kittens were found dead in the basement of one of the university’s buildings, having been apparently 

trapped in the building over the Christmas break.  An infestation of fleas was then discovered, which caused illness in some 

members of university staff.  Subsequently the university decided that the presence of the cats on the campus constituted an 

Occupational Health and Safety risk.  A decision was made by university management to trap and kill the resident cats on the 

campus. 

 

In February 2008 trapping around the campus commenced, conducted by a local pest control company.  During a 1-week period in 

February and a 3-week period in May, a total of 13 campus cats were trapped, taken to the local pound and euthanased. 

 

In June 2008, on behalf of the CCC I requested an opportunity to discuss this issue with the university’s Level 2 Occupational 

Health and Safety committee.  In a 5-minute presentation, I put forward a carefully argued proposition to reactivate a well-managed 

TNR program on campus.  After subsequent discussions with senior university management, including members of Facilities 

Management, it was agreed to conduct a one-year trial of a TNR program.  The success of this initial trial has ensured that the 

program has continued over subsequent years and is still active today. 

 
Goals of the UNSW Cat Management program 

 

The goals of the initial one-year trial of a TNR program conducted by the CCC on the UNSW Kensington campus were: 

 

 Complete the ongoing audit of cats on campus 

o Establish a detailed web-based register of campus cats, all cats to be microchipped 

 

 Stabilise current cat numbers through a rigorous TNR (trap-neuter-return) program 

o Prioritise desexing of females, then males, 95% target by end of 2009 

 

 Reduce cat numbers over time; target 20% reduction in numbers by the end of 2009 

o Adoption of kittens, rehoming of socialised adults, humanely euthanase ill/injured cats, natural attrition; 

eventual target approximately 35 cats (50% reduction) in 5 years 

 

 Maintain the health of the cat population on campus 

o Consolidate the volunteer feeding program, introduce flea/worm control programs, investigate feasibility 

of a vaccination booster program, explore efficacy of shelter options 

 

 Educate and inform the university community about the cat management program 

o Re-activate the CCC website with links from the UNSW website, News@UNSW announcement, 

provide avenues for feedback, fundraising, volunteering and research 



 

 

 Facilitate ongoing management of cat issues on campus 

o Cat Working Group (including Facilities, CCC, Animal Welfare League NSW) to oversee program 

outcomes and to respond to emerging issues, including OHS-related problems 

 

 Comprehensive review of program outcomes and progress towards goals at the end of 2009 

 

Progress towards achieving goals of the cat management program (2008-2013) 

 

Progress towards achieving the first four goals of the original TNR program are reviewed below: 

 
a. Audit of cat numbers 

 

Despite the involvement of a number of university staff in the informal management of the campus cats prior to the agreement, 

there was considerable uncertainty about the actual number of cats on the campus.  In certain locations it was known that colonies 

of cats existed, but the numbers and sexes of the animals were unclear.  This was not helped by relatively uncontrolled breeding and 

the appearance (and disappearance) of kittens during the spring and summer months. 

 

Our initial estimation of cat numbers on the campus at the commencement of the program in August 2008 was between 75 and 90 

cats in total.  Subsequently we revised that total downwards because of double-counting due to overlap of feeding responsibilities 

prior to reorganization of the feeding program.  Nevertheless this represented a significant uncontrolled population of cats.  Of 

these cats, some were relatively socialized to human contact, whereas a significant number were truly wild and rarely seen. 
 

A confidential database of cats was established, including name, location on campus, approximate age, sex (where known), whether 

the cat had been desexed and microchipped, and a description of the cat and its behavioural traits.  This database has been 

maintained to date, with the addition of a list of cats that have died, been rehomed, been euthanased because of illness, or simply 

disappeared. 

 

At the time of preparation of this paper, the total number of cats on the campus is 30.  More details are given below. 

 
b. TNR program 

 

At the commencement of the program in August 2008, the CCC was aware that there were many cats on campus that had been 

desexed under the previous program, but that there were still a large number of undesexed cats that continued to breed.  Initially 

the university provided some funding to the CCC to cover the costs associated with desexing cats that were trapped by the CCC.  

The initial focus was on undesexed females, based on the argument that this would have more impact on stabilizing cat numbers.  

The CCC has also subsequently trapped and desexed male cats, as this tends to reduce fighting and roaming behaviours and is thus 

beneficial to the cats’ health. 

 

Progress over the last 5 years is outlined in Table 1.  At the time of preparation of this paper, of the original cat population all 

females are desexed and only two males remain entire on the campus.  In June 2013 a female cat and two kittens were discovered 

that had been apparently abandoned some weeks previously on a construction site on the campus.  The CCC has successfully 

trapped the two young male cats for TNR, and is in the process of trapping the female adult; this means that currently there is, at 

least temporarily, an undesexed female cat on the campus. 
 

 

TABLE 1: Overall campus cat numbers by gender and breeding status – August 2008 to July 2013 

 

 TOTAL DESEXED ENTIRE UNSURE 

AUG 2008     

- Male 33 17 (52%) 15 (46%) 1 (3%) 

- Female 35 24 (69%) 11 (31%) - 

- Unsure 9 - - 9 (100%) 

- TOTAL 77 41 (53%) 26 (34%) 10 (13%) 

DEC 2009     

- Male 23 17 (74%) 6 (26%) - 

- Female 24 23 (96%) 1 (4%) - 

- Unsure 2 - - 2 (100%) 

- TOTAL 49 40 (87%) 7 (14%) 2 (4%) 



 

DEC 2010     

- Male 20 16 (80%) 4 (20%) - 

- Female 23 23 (100%) - - 

- Unsure 2 - - 2 (100%) 

- TOTAL 45 39 (87%) 4 (9%) 2 (4%) 

DEC 2011     

- Male 18 13 (72%) 5 (28%) - 

- Female 19 19 (100%) - - 

- TOTAL 37 32 (86%) 5 (14%) - 

DEC 2012     

- Male 14 12 (86%) 2 (14%) - 

- Female 16 16 (100%) - - 

- TOTAL 30 28 (93%) 2 (7%) - 

JULY 2013     

- Male 13 11 (85%) 2 (15%) - 

- Female* 17 16 (94%) 1 (6%)* - 

- TOTAL 30 27 (90%) 3 (10%) - 

*  See explanation in text. 

Note: percentages relate to the total shown in that row. 

 
c. Reduction in cat numbers over time 

 
Table 1 presents the total number of cats on campus since commencement of the program, and these data are also summarized in 

Figure 1.  The numbers for August 2008 were our best estimate at the time, whereas we have been increasingly confident about 

cat numbers since 2010. 

 
 
FIGURE 1: Numbers of cats on campus, August 2008 to July 2013 

 

 
 

Figure 2 summarizes the reasons for the changes in cat numbers over the years since instigation of the program in August 2008, and 

this information is also detailed for the five-year period in Table 2. 
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FIGURE 2: Reasons for reductions in cat numbers on campus, August 2008 to July 2013 

 
 

 
As is inevitable in a cat population that lives outside in a relatively uncontrolled environment, there have been a number of deaths 

through misadventure or illness, and some cats have had to be trapped and euthanased because of illness.  Also a number of campus 

cats have simply disappeared and we know nothing of their fate.  It is possible that some of the more socialized cats have been 

adopted and removed from campus by staff and students who were unaware of our campus cat care program.  Others may have 

wandered off campus to live at the racecourse or behind the local shops. 

 

Where this has been possible the CCC has sought homes for the tamer socialized cats on campus, and this has been a successful 

strategy for some of the campus cats.  However, the majority of the cats that remain on campus are relatively wary of humans other 

than their feeders, and are not suitable for adoption into a home environment. 

 

As a result of these factors, the CCC has achieved its targeted reductions in cat numbers at all time points in the program to date. 

 
 
TABLE 2:  Summary of reasons for changes in cat numbers since August 2008 

 
AUG 2008 to DEC 

2009 

TOTAL M/F/U* COMMENTS 

Disappeared, presumed 

dead 

-12 8/3/1 3 cats were elderly, fate of others unclear; some may 

have been overcounted 

Euthanased -7 5/2/0 4 because of illness, 3 FIV positive 

Died, illness or 

misadventure  

-4 1/3/0 2 through illness, 1 hit by car, 1 trapped behind 

machinery 

Removed to pound -2 1/0/1 1 rehomed, 1 euthanased 

Rehomed -4 2/2/0  

Overcounted -5 3/2/0 Probably double-counted in Aug 2008 

Appeared +6 4/0/2 3 kittens born on campus, 2 adults abandoned on 

campus, 1 undercounted 

TOTAL -28   

To DEC 2010    

Disappeared, presumed 

dead 

-2 1/0/1 1 cat unwell before disappearance, fate of other cat 

unclear 

Euthanased -2 1/1/0 1 because of illness, 1 because of excessively 

aggressive behaviour 

Died due to illness -1 1/0/0 1 found dead 

Rehomed -1 1/0/0  

Undercounted +2 1/0/1 Possibly undercounted in 2009 

TOTAL -4   

Disappeared

Euthanased

Died illness

Died accident

Removed

Rehomed

Overcounted



 

 
To DEC 2011    

Disappeared, presumed 

dead 

-5 0/5/0 1 cat unwell before disappearance, fate of other cats 

unclear 

Euthanased -3 2/1/0 All because of illness 

Died due to illness -1 1/0/0 Found dead 

Appeared +1 1/0/0 Previously unknown undesexed male 

TOTAL -8   

To DEC 2012    

Disappeared, presumed 

dead 

-5 4/1/0 1 cat disappeared during building demolition, fate of 

other cats unclear 

Died due to illness -2 0/2/0 Found dead; 1 due to chronic respiratory disease, 1 

possibly related to old age 

TOTAL -7   

To JULY 2013    

Euthanased -2 2/0/0 Both because of illness 

Died, misadventure -1 1/0/0 Hit by car 

Appeared +3 2/1/0 Mother and two kittens abandoned on campus 

TOTAL 0   

* M/F/U = male/female/unsure 

 

 
d. Maintaining the health of the campus cat population 

 

The mainstay of the CCC animal welfare program is the campus cat feeding program.  Since early in 2009 we have successfully 

maintained a schedule of daily feeding of all cats on campus, including weekends and holidays.  Approximately 60 volunteers have 

been involved in feeding cats on campus at various times through the last five years, including university staff and students, and local 

community volunteers.  Organization and maintenance of this feeding roster has involved a significant amount of work for the CCC 

management team, particularly during semester breaks. 

 

The Student Support Scheme, whereby student volunteers are provided with complimentary dry and canned cat food to feed cats 

under their care from a site on campus, was established in 2010 and has remained active.  This scheme is supported through 

donations to the CCC.   

 

Because of the daily feeding and associated checking of all cats, the general health of the cat population has been well maintained 

over the last five years.  Some cats are now aging and there are several cats on campus that are well over 10 years old – quite a 

respectable age for a free-living cat.  Nevertheless it is inevitable that cats will occasionally become ill, sometimes requiring 

euthanasia to relieve suffering (see Table 2).  On other occasions, antibiotics have been administered to targeted cats through their 

food because of eye infections or other signs of mild ill health – these antibiotics are obtained on advice from local veterinary 

hospitals.  Cats may sometimes be trapped for veterinary treatment such as dental work, before release back on to campus. 

 

Sometimes cats are discovered dead (see Table 2) and if the death is recent an autopsy is requested from the local veterinary clinic 

to help establish cause of death, in order to learn from these cases and improve animal care.  For example, after the recent death 

from pneumonia of a cat living in a relative unsheltered location, after discussions with Facilities Management discreet shelter boxes 

were installed at a small number of campus locations to protect feeding sites from the elements, and to provide some shelter for 

cats from inclement weather.  Grounds staff have been informed of the locations of these shelters and of all current cat feeding 

sites, to ensure that these are not disturbed. 

 
Another aspect of campus cat care has been the microchipping and registration of cats living on campus, through the local council.  

When campus cats are trapped for desexing, microchips are routinely inserted to allow later identification.  A total of 23 of the 30 

cats currently on campus (77%) are microchipped.  Microchip numbers are listed in the CCC register for 20 of these cats – for 3 

cats microchipped before August 2008, the CCC does not have a record of the chip number and has not yet been able to scan 

these remaining cats due to their elusive nature.  Cats that do not have a microchip tend to be the wary cats that are difficult to 

trap, including the two undesexed males. 

 

The CCC works with Randwick City Council to lifetime-register as many campus cats as possible on the Companion Animals 

Register (CAR) as being owned by the CCC.  The advantage of this strategy is that if a campus cat strays from campus or is found 

dead on or off campus it can be scanned and the CCC will be notified as the registered owner.  Formal lifetime registration has 



 

been achieved for 20 campus cats, the costs of registration ($40 per animal) being met through CCC funds.  This process will 

continue as more cats are trapped and microchipped (or scanned), with the ultimate aim of formal registration of all campus cats. 

 

A photographic database of campus cats is in the process of completion.  Photographs of almost all current campus cats are on f ile 

or held by CCC members.  Collation of these photographs will provide a comprehensive and accessible resource for 

documentation and identification, and an archive of past campus cats. 

 
DISCUSSION 

 

The TNR program at the University of New South Wales, which has now been operating for 5 years with the blessing of university 

management, has been successful in meeting the agreed goals of reducing and stabilizing the campus cat population.  From a 

relatively uncontrolled population of approximately 80 cats, almost 50% of which were not desexed, we have achieved a stable 

population of 30 cats, of which 90% are desexed.  All cats are fed on a daily basis and remain in good health. 

 

The success of the program can be attributed to a number of factors: 

 

 The program is conducted within a relatively well-defined area comprising the university campus, with a relatively self-
contained and limited cat population. 

 The program has been supported by the university management, with cooperation from Facilities Management including 

grounds and security staff. 

 Before and particularly after TNR, the cat population has been supported through a well-organized and consistent daily 

feeding and management program. 

 The organization conducting the cat management program, the CCC, has been consistent and focused in its approach, and 

has received support and active help from the university community including staff and students, as well as local community 

volunteers. 

 The CCC has been able to gain advice and assistance from local veterinary hospitals, and also from animal welfare 
organizations such as the Animal Welfare League NSW and the Cat Protection Society. 

 

There is some resistance to the introduction of TNR programs in the wider community because of concerns relating to animal 

abandonment after return of desexed animals to their previous location.  Although this is certainly a valid concern, this has been 

circumvented in the UNSW program through emphasis on the ongoing support of the campus cat population, which is of course 

much easier to maintain within a university campus setting.  I would therefore recommend that future discussions of the application 

of TNR programs adopt an expanded acronym: TNRS, where the S refers to the essential ongoing support for returned cats to 

ensure success of the program over time. 


