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o Casually owned cats: cats whose carers consider the cat their own, 
but who may not be desexed, identified or kept confined to the 
owner’s yard, due to such factors as owners’ personal beliefs, 
lifestyle, organisational skills, financial circumstances or lack of 
knowledge. 

− Semi-owned cats: cats fed or provided with other care by people who do 
not consider they own them.  They are of varying sociability with many 
socialised to humans.   

These cats may be owned by someone else, and choose to visit other 
households, or they may have been lost or abandoned or born to lost or 
abandoned cats. 

− Unowned cats: cats who have indirect dependence on humans and/or 
casual and temporary interactions with humans.  They have varying 
sociability, including some who are unsocialised to humans, and may live in 
groups.  

They may have been owned and abandoned or lost, or may be the progeny 
of straying owned, semi-owned or unowned cats with little human contact 
and dependence. They may live in a group of cats in areas in cities/towns 
where they scavenge food or are fed by community carers e.g. in parks, 
school/university grounds, factory areas, shopping complexes.  

o Feral cats: cats who are unowned, unsocialised, have no relationship with or 
dependence on humans, and live and reproduce in the wild (e.g. in forests, 
grasslands, deserts) 

o Stray cats: cats who wander (straying refers to the activity of wandering away, not 
an ownership status) Stray cats may be responsibly owned and temporarily escape 
from their yard (e.g. a gate or door left open), casually owned and wander from 
their yard regularly (e.g. due to inappropriate fencing), and/or semi-owned (e.g. 
cats making regular visits to one or more households who do not own them, but 
who may be currently owned, or lost or abandoned). Stray cats may also be born to 
previously owned cats and live in colonies, directly or indirectly being fed by 
humans.  

Many municipalities around Australia consider cats and dogs to be “stray” once 
they leave the confines of their owner’s property.4 They may be collected by an 
animal management officer or member of the public and handed in to a pound or 
shelter. There is usually a holding period to determine if the cat has been 
socialised, and to locate the owners and return the cat, or give owners an 
opportunity to collect the cat. If the owner is not found during the holding period, 
cats may be desexed, identified and rehomed; or desexed, identified to a shelter, 
rescue group, or carer and returned to where they were captured, so they may 
return to their home themselves, but no longer breed. Numerous studies have 
shown that cats are 10-50 times more likely to be reunited with their owner, if they 
are NOT impounded. 

The Australian Government has already recognised the need to distinguish 
between domestic (owned and unowned) cats, and feral cats.  It recently created a 
Domestic Cat Management Taskforce to work on separate strategies for addressing 
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predation by domestic cats (owner, semi-owned and unowned) in populated areas 
of cities and towns and rural shires, as distinct from feral animals which have no 
human dependence and live in remote areas.  

2. There is a need for clarification that caring for the welfare of domestic unowned 
cats who are directly or indirectly, dependent on humans for food and care, by 
desexing them and returning them to where they live, is not abandonment.  Most 
urban and suburban domestic cats survive very well and are healthy. However, 
they breed quickly and so if numbers are to be contained and reduced, desexing is 
the most welfare-oriented solution as it enables cats to live and experience well-
being, and prevents further breeding.  Under the Biosecurity Act, domestic cats 
that are directly or indirectly dependent on humans for food, should be able to be 
returned to where they live, provided they are living in areas where they are not 
causing permanent harm/damage to native wildlife populations.Some suggestions 
of how this could be done are below:  

First option: 

• section 19 is amended to provide that abandonment does not include 
desexing and return of domestic cats to where they live, provided they 
are healthy and directly or indirectly dependent on humans for food, and 
are monitored to ensure they are not impacting negatively on native 
animal populations.  

Trapping existing undesexed cats living directly or indirectly with humans, and 
returning them, is not abandonment, if they were living independent healthy lives 
in the first place. They are being desexed to enable them to live out their days 
without further breeding to prevent reduction in numbers over time, and 
permanent prevention of nuisance and wildlife predation. This protects the 
welfare of cats whilst also preventing an increase in impacts of cats on people and 
wildlife. 

Second option:  

• section 19 is amended to provide that desexing and returning cats to 
where they live with direct or indirect support from humans is a 
‘reasonable excuse’  

“Reasonable excuse” can be argued on both management and welfare grounds: 

There are currently many cats in cities and towns, who have escaped, got lost, 
have been abandoned or are the progeny of a cat that has escaped, been lost, or 
abandoned, or of a wandering owned undesexed cat.  

Doing nothing (a common strategy due to the extent of the problem and the cost 
of management) means that the numbers of cats living in cities and towns will 
continue to expand which will be more detrimental to the welfare of people, cats  
and wildlife.  

 

Trapping and killing has been a typical response by some local governments, which 
has been unsuccessful as it lacks long term impacts and is not aligned with 
compassion. Because it is embedded in the brain structure of normal people to 
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want to survive and show empathy for other’s survival,  by avoiding harm to other 
life, and protecting it where possible, compassionate people will work to find ways 
to protect cats and wildlife. Trapping and killing cats, many of whom may be 
wandering pets or progeny of pets who wandered or were lost,  is a traumatic 
experience for the cat and causes harm (Even though the ACPA doesn’t recognise 
death as a harm, ethically it is a harm as cats seek survival, fear death and if killed, 
never experience the fulfillment and pleasure of their lives. It cannot be 
considered reasonable to deliberately take a healthy cat from its environment and 
kill it, when cats are part of our families and their presence living in an unowned 
state is a failure of human behaviour. Cats were introduced to control introduced 
species that impact negatively on humans. Humans are the greatest 
nuisance/threat to native species through their daily living, breeding and excessive 
use of resources – clearing habitat, polluting water, poisoning and depleting soil, 
etc. so stopping the decline of native species is multi-faceted and requires 
sacrifices by humans as well as managing cats as compassionately as possible 
whilst preventing further breeding.  

The most effective action aligned with welfare, is to desex the cats to prevent 
further breeding, and for their welfare and the welfare of those who care about 
animals, rehome them whenever possible. However, some cats are terrified and 
suffer both physical and mental trauma by even short confinement,  and to 
gradually socialise them, means they face the stress of lengthy confinement, 
neither of which is acceptable under the ACPA i.e. regarded as cruel). Some 
unsocialised cats, if kept in confinement to be socialised, may be permanently 
confined and may never get a home, as there are still too many other socialised 
cats needing homes. For their welfare, some healthy unsocialised cats, are best 
put back to where they live. As these cats are fed directly or indirectly by humans 
in urbanized areas, predation on native wildlife is limited and is more likely to be 
on introduced species. Identification and prohibition of cat return in areas where 
threatened wildlife species will not survive and oversight by local governments can 
ensure that these areas are protected.  

Desexing and rehoming where possible or returning these cats with monitoring 
and support in locations where native species are not likely to be heavily 
impacted, has been shown to produce long-term reductions in cat numbers, whilst 
maintaining animal welfare. Research has shown that the majority of people do 
not want cats killed,  so are reluctant to contact local govnermnt if this outcome is 
likely. By allowing desexing and returning with support, people are willing to 
cooperate with government authorities, and provide support with desexing, 
feeding and monitoring of cats. While the cats are supported in their orginal 
territory, they are preventing an influx from nearby cat colonies and even more 
breeding due to the vacuum left where there is a food supply and no other cats.   

Third option:  

• Amend the Act and Regulation: 
• section 19 of the Act is amended to provide that the Regulations may prescribe 

circumstances which do not constitute abandonment, or which constitute a 
reasonable excuse, and 

• the Regulation is amended to set out one of the options noted above. 
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