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About RSPCA Victoria
RSPCA Victoria is a non-government, community-based charity that works to prevent
cruelty to animals by actively promoting their care and protection. Since its
establishment in 1871, and as a member of RSPCA Australia (the federation of eight
state and territory organisations in Australia), the RSPCA has collectively become
Australia’s leading animal welfare charity.

Introduction
RSPCA Victoria is pleased to contribute to the Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in
Victoria.
Ecosystem decline is having an undeniable impact on Victoria’s wildlife populations.
Across Australia, ecosystem modification and the impact of introduced species is said
to be contributing to our ‘extinction crisis’. This has been further compounded by the
most recent summer bushfire season, which saw around 170 species severely
impacted in Victoria alone. While species extinction, wildlife conservation and
animal welfare are often framed as, and responded to as, separate issues, they all
involve caring for and ensuring the wellbeing of animals as individuals and as species.
The UK Farm Animal Welfare Council’s five freedoms (1965) of animal welfare freedom from hunger and thirst, freedom from discomfort, freedom for pain injury
and disease, freedom to express normal behaviours and freedom from fear and
distress - are all compromised if the habitats of animals continue to decline.
Therefore, the comments that we have outlined in our submission relate to the
impact that ecosystem decline has for the welfare of Victorian wildlife species both
native and introduced.

RSPCA Policy E01 Wildlife – general principles
RSPCA Australia recognises that the state of an ecosystem directly affects the
diversity of populations, the likely survival of species and the welfare of individual
animals within it. Consideration of wild animal welfare thus requires finding a
balance between maintaining the viability of an ecosystem and protecting the
welfare of individual animals.
RSPCA Australia believes that wherever human activities have the potential to have a
negative impact on wild animals, whether directly or indirectly, we have a duty to
ensure that they are conducted in a way that causes as little injury, suffering or
distress to animals as possible.
RSPCA Australia supports the establishment and maintenance of national parks and
conservation zones in areas of environmental significance to preserve genetic
diversity, promote biodiversity and protect native animals from human impacts. The
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use of such areas should only permit activities that do not compromise animal
welfare. At the same time, RSPCA Australia recognises that these areas alone are not
sufficient for the conservation of biodiversity.

Native wildlife
Wetlands & native waterbirds
RSPCA Victoria is concerned about the impact that ecosystem decline is having on
Victoria’s wetlands and moreover, how this affects the welfare of our native
waterbirds. Native waterbirds are particularly vulnerable to the effects of wetland
ecosystem decline as each year the government-mandated duck hunting season
places additional pressure on both wetland ecosystems and native waterbird
populations.
Ahead of the 2020 duck hunting season, RSPCA Victoria recommended that the
season should not go ahead. This recommendation was based not only on the welfare
impacts for individual ducks (as hunting causes significant pain, suffering and
distress), but also because of concerns about climate conditions and the abundance
of waterbird populations. We know that drier than average conditions, low rainfall,
low stream flows and above average temperatures predominantly caused by a rapidly
changing climate all impact our wetlands and consequently impact the welfare of
animals that make wetlands their homes.
Data provided by the Aerial Survey of Wetland Birds in Eastern Australia each year
further illustrates the dire conditions that native wetlands birds are facing.1 Many
waterbird species have abundances well below long term averages, in some cases by
an order of magnitude. Several of these species are also listed as game species. The
data demonstrated that waterbirds were concentrated on a smaller proportion of
wetlands than in previous years. For example, eleven wetlands supported more than
5,000 waterbirds representing 50% of total abundance. Species such as the Australian
Wood Duck, Chestnut Teal, Grey Teal and Pacific Black Duck all continue to show
long term declines in their abundance. This is concerning as these species together
made up 97.9% of the species found in hunters’ bags on the opening weekend of the
2019 Victorian hunting season.
RSPCA Victoria has previously advocated to the Victorian Government to investigate
increasing opportunities for bird watching (avitourism) and ecotourism in areas that
have been open for duck hunting. Reducing duck hunting, or ceasing it all together,
has the potential to significantly increase avitourism and wetland tourism, while
1

Porter, J.L, Kingsford, R.T & Brandis, K, 2019, Aerial Survey of Wetland Birds ion Easter Australia –
October 2019 Annual Summary Report, https://www.ecosystem.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/202002/Eastern%20Australia waterbird%20aerial%20survey 2019 newformat Final%20%281%29.pdf
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simultaneously getting the Victorian community to engage with our natural
environment. Some studies have shown that different types of ecotourism
experiences may influence support for conservation policies and environmental
advocacy in the community.23 Thus, increasing ecotourism opportunities - particularly
in areas where there may be environmental degradation or animal welfare impacts may increase community concern and influence engagement with environmental
issues. In saying that, any promotion of ecotourism activities must ensure that
appropriate infrastructure is in place so that people can visit natural environments
without disrupting the plants and animals that live there.
RSPCA Victoria engaged market research firm Colmar Brunton to undertake a survey
and analysis of Victorians’ attitudes to duck hunting and their visitation to areas
where duck hunting occurs. We found that two-thirds (65%) of Victorians would
probably or definitely avoid holidaying in destinations where duck hunting occurs.
Moreover, we found that the impact of the bushfires was the main reason for
increased concern about native wildlife, including ducks, among the Victorian
community, with hunting the second biggest area of concern.
Qualitative data also highlighted that community concern for the welfare of native
ducks relates to hunting and habitat destruction, as well as human development and
feral species. When asked to describe in their own words what threats endanger the
lives of native ducks, responses included the following:
“Shooters. Loss of environment/ encroachment by humans.
Loss of habitats”. Male, 65+, metro.
“Human hunters, loss of habitat, poisoning of wetlands and
waterways, feral cats, feral dogs, the encroaching of suburbia
into duck habitats and farmers”. Female, 45-54, regional.
“Shooters, people destroying their habitats, rubbish lysing
around by us humans”. Female, 45-54, regional.

Thus, our data suggests that there is concern in the Victorian community about the
welfare of native ducks due to hunting and habitat loss.

2

Massingham, E, Fuller, R & Dean, A, 2019, ‘Pathways between contrasting ecotourism experiences and
conservation engagement’, Biodiversity and Conservation, vol. 28, pp. 827-845.
3

Singh, T, Slotkin, M & Vamosi, A, 2006, ‘Attitudes towards ecotourism and environmental advocacy:
Profiling the dimensions of sustainanility’, Journal of Vacation Marketing, vol. 13, no.2, pp. 119-134.
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Kangaroo welfare
Impacts of Melbourne’s growth on kangaroo welfare
Melbourne’s growth corridor development is steadily reducing available kangaroo
habitat. The impacts from this growth on kangaroo welfare can be seen across
several areas including:
 more kangaroos are hit by cars4
 lack of food availability
 kangaroo populations becoming landlocked (being trapped on all sides by
development), which reduces food and water availability
 increased cases of kangaroos being attacked by pet dogs
 increased confrontations between kangaroos and people.
As outlined in the Managing Kangaroo Impacts in Victoria report (2017)5, kangaroos
are known to have strong attachments to their home ranges and may remain within
that range regardless of nearby disruptions, including development. When
development occurs, kangaroos are displaced from their home range, so they seek
any available habitat that still provides food and cover. Overcrowding in these refuge
areas can lead to starvation, dehydration, disease and other stressors. With limited
options available for humane kangaroo management, developments that occur in
kangaroo habitat will have a significant impact on the welfare of kangaroos.
Little is known about the impact of development in Melbourne’s growth areas on
kangaroo populations as the first state-wide population count of kangaroos wasn’t
conducted until 2017. A follow up survey was conducted in 2018 but we are unaware
of any population counts that have been undertaken since then. Limited data on
kangaroo population numbers means that the impacts of increased development
throughout kangaroo habitat is not fully understood.
Kangaroo harvest
In Victoria, the Kangaroo Harvesting Program has been established with the stated
intent to harvest kangaroo populations sustainably. The RSPCA is opposed to the
killing of wild animals for commercial utilisation (i.e. for food or other animal

4

Wildlife Victoria, pers. comm Oct 2016

5

Managing Kangaroo Impacts in Victoria, report of the Kangaroo Impacts Management Advisory Group
to DELWP (2017).

Page | 5
5 of 10

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submission 735

products) unless this is carried out as part of a wild animal management program
that meets the criteria specified in RSPCA Policy E2.6
Earlier this year, RSPCA Victoria raised concerns about animal welfare protections
embedded in the Kangaroo Harvest Management Plan when we provided a submission
to the consultation on the Draft developmental wildlife trade operation for the
sustainable harvest and commercial export of Eastern and Western Grey Kangaroo
products in Victoria. In relation to ecological sustainability, we raised concerns that
the current quotas are based on aerial surveys to determine population estimates
that were conducted in 2017 and 2018. As mentioned previously, we can find no
reference to this survey also being completed in 2019 or 2020. This means that the
data does not show long term trends or fluctuations in kangaroo population numbers.
We are therefore concerned that the data from these surveys may be inadequate and
not sufficiently current to achieve the objective of being ecologically sustainable.
Having accurate kangaroo numbers before undertaking any harvesting program is
especially important considering the significant wildlife losses that have occurred
following the recent summer bushfire period.
We note that in the Kangaroo Harvest Management Plan, the Victorian Department of
Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) is planning to undertake surveys at
regular intervals, but query what ‘regular’ means. This was not specified, and the
data from any surveys should be made publicly available and the program should be
adjusted in response to the data.
Native wildlife in the Victorian Alps
The recent summer bushfires caused major losses in the Victorian Alpine region,
affecting native wildlife as well as native plants and vast areas of habitat. We know
that introduced species have been found to be one of the biggest threats to native
wildlife. The impact of feral species including horses, deer, goats and pigs has led to
vast habitat destruction for native species including the Mountain Pygmy Possum,
Northern Corroboree Frog, Smokey Mouse and Broad-Toothed Rat.789 Moreover,
predator species such as foxes, cats and wild dogs also have a significant impact.

6

https://kb.rspca.org.au/knowledge-base/rspca-policy-e02-management-of-wild-animals/

7

Foster, C.N & Scheele, B.C, 2019, ‘Feral-horse impacts on corroboree frog habitat in the Australia Alps’,
Wildlife Research, vol. 46, pp. 184-190.
8

Cherubin, R.C et al. 2019, ‘Feral horse impacts on threatened plants and animals in sub-alpine and
montane environments in Victoria, Australia’, Ecological Management & Restoration, vol. 20, no. 1,
pp.47-56.
9

Schulz, M, Schroder, M & Green, K, 2019, ‘The occurrence of the Broad-toothed Rat Mastacomys
fuscus in relation to feral horse impacts’, Ecological Management & Restoration, vol. 20, no.1, pp. 31-36
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Habitat destruction, while detrimental for the overall survival of native animal
species, also has significant impact on individual welfare for native wildlife. For
example, habitat destruction and the presence of introduced species can impact food
availability for native wildlife as they must actively compete with each other and
introduced species for sufficient food. This can lead to starvation and death of our
native species. Moreover, introduced grazing animals such as horses and deer can
cause the collapse the burrows of species such as the Bush Rat and Swamp Rat, while
also destroying vegetation that provide shelter and safety. The removal of burrows
and shelter provided by vegetation makes these species vulnerable to predators such
as foxes and cats and causes substantial fear, suffering and distress for these
animals.

RSPCA Policy E02 Management of wild animals
RSPCA Australia acknowledges that in some circumstances it is necessary to manage
populations of wild animals, native or introduced. There are three main reasons used
to justify the management of wild animals:
 to protect the welfare of individual animals
 to help conserve a threatened, endangered or vulnerable native species
 to reduce adverse impacts on human activities or the environment.
It is noted that in most cases these problems have arisen as a result of human
activities or interventions.
Any measure taken to manage wild animals must recognise that whether a species is
native, introduced or viewed as a ‘pest’ does not affect its capacity to experience
pain, suffering or distress.

Introduced species
While introduced species can often cause habitat destruction, their welfare too can
be impacted by changing ecosystems. For example, over recent years, extremely dry
summers in Barmah National Park have seen limited food availability for feral horses.
As a result, horses became severely emaciated and several died of starvation or
required euthanasia. To avoid adverse outcomes for the welfare of introduced
species, and any welfare impacts they may cause for our native species, proactive,
early management of introduced species is required.
Because introduced species do substantially impact both our environment and native
wildlife welfare and populations, feral animals must be actively controlled to
alleviate their impacts. Species must be managed in humane, effective and target-
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specific ways. However, some methods of feral species management are not humane
and can cause significant suffering for animals before death. In addition, some
methods of pest species management can pose risks to native wildlife. For example,
native wildlife can become caught in traps laid out for other species or experience
primary or secondary poisoning from ingesting baits intended for pest species. The
RSPCA believes there is a continuing need to improve current control methods or
replace them with more humane and effective alternatives. The RSPCA supports
research and development of humane alternatives, including the replacement of
lethal methods with humane and effective non-lethal methods, such as reproductive
control.
Victorian Deer Management Strategy
Feral deer have significant impacts on ecosystem decline, which subsequently affects
welfare of native species. The Draft Victorian Deer Management Strategy was
released by the Victorian Government for consultation two years ago. However, a
final deer management strategy is yet to be released. It is disappointing that two
years on from the initial draft’s release, Victoria does not yet have a complete and
implementable deer management strategy that prioritises humane management and
environmental impacts of deer.
At the time of the draft’s consultation process, RSPCA Victoria observed that the
strategy read as a resource for hunters and suggested that the primary aim of a deer
management strategy should be to humanely manage deer and reduce their
environmental impact. We believe deer should be removed from the game list and
declared as unprotected wildlife. This would allow for more effective management of
deer without the need to ensure that deer populations are retained for hunting
opportunities.
Cats and humane cat management
Feral cats have significant impacts on Australia’s native wildlife species. Research
has suggested that collectively, feral cats kill more than three billion animals per
year.10 We acknowledge that because of these adverse impacts, it is necessary to
manage feral cat populations in Victoria. However, we again reiterate that any
control activities must be humane, target-specific and effective. Currently, the most
commonly utilised control mechanisms for feral cats are not humane, with all
methods causing some pain, suffering or distress. Given the lack of currently
available humane solutions for feral cat management, we suggest that the Victorian
Government should fund research and development programs with the intention of
developing humane and effective feral cat control methods.
10

https://www.nespthreatenedspecies.edu.au/1.1.2%20cat%20impacts%20findings%20factsheet V7.pd
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Research has found that domestic cats also impact Australian wildlife.11 In 2018
RSPCA Australia developed the Identifying Best Practice Domestic Cat Management in
Australia report12 which aims to identify current best practice approaches to
domestic cat management to help address poor welfare and high euthanasia rates of
domestic cats and mitigate their impacts on humans and wildlife. The report contains
21 recommendations including:
 consistently defining cats across all jurisdictions
 establishing a cat management advisory group
 introducing 24-hour cat containment
 cat owner education
 developing a coordinated approach to the management of feral and domestic cats
to ensure that laws and strategies are complementary, not opposing.
Given the challenges and complexities associated with cat management, many
benefits can be gained through a state-based advisory group to help guide legislation,
community engagement, research and development of resources. An important area
to consider is the effect on domestic cat management legislation posed by changes in
other legislation such as under the Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994. RSPCA
Victoria believes it would be valuable for Victoria to establish an advisory group to
provide guidance on cat management issues.
In order to mitigate some of the harm caused to native wildlife by cats, it is
important to promote responsible cat ownership, which includes keeping cats
contained to their owners’ properties. Currently, the Domestic Animals Act 1994
does not require cats to be contained. However, we suggest that this should be
changed to require cat owners to confine their pet cats to their properties. This
legislative change should be combined with support for people to transition towards
keeping their cats contained. This could include an education campaign that assists
cat owners with transitioning their cats indoors, including providing them with
enrichment ideas. RSPCA Victoria and Zoos Victoria’s Safe Cat, Safe Wildlife
campaign is a good example of this.13 The campaign has been targeted towards
individual cat owners as well as veterinary clinics and local councils to promote this
11

Legge, S et al. 2020, ‘We need to worry about Bella and Charlie: the impacts of pet cats on Australian
wildlife’, Wildlife Research.
12

https://kb.rspca.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Identifying-Best-Practice-Domestic-CatManagement-in-Australia-RSPCA-Research-Report-May-2018.pdf
13

https://www.safecat.org.au/
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message. Across 2018 and 2019 we have had over 20,000 individuals and organisations
join the Safe Cat, Safe Wildlife community. By signing up to Safe Cat, Safe Wildlife,
cat owners are able to share and access ‘cat hacks’ to transition their cat to stay
safe at home while providing them with enriching activities. We believe educational
campaigns such as this, that do not demonise cats but rather aim to promote the
benefits of cat containment for cats and other animals, can be beneficial in
promoting change in cat owners’ attitudes and practices. In addition, promoting
desexing, particularly low/no cost desexing schemes, is important to manage cat
numbers and reduce unwanted litters.14
It is also important to properly define different categories of cats. The lack of
universally agreed cat definitions causes confusion and conflict, inconsistencies in
legislation and difficulties in implementing cat management initiatives. The most
important definitions are those for feral and for domestic cats as this has profound
consequences for the treatment and fate of individual cats. Many people use the
term ‘feral’ to describe stray urban cats who may be owned (roaming free), semiowned or unowned but have some dependence on humans. Currently, the Code of
Practice for the Management of Dogs and Cats in Shelters and Pounds uses the
description of ‘unidentified cat that is wild, uncontrollable or diseased’ to determine
whether euthanasia may be required on admission. However, this is a very broad
description. The Identifying Best Practice Domestic Cat Management in Australia
report provides clear definitions for the different categories of cats. RSPCA Victoria
would like to see a consistent definition of feral cat used - a feral cat is one that is
unowned, unsocialised and has no relationship with humans and reproduces in the
wild.

Conclusion
Ecosystem decline in Victoria is having a considerable impact on the welfare of
Victorian animals both native and introduced. In this submission, RSPCA Victoria has
outlined several issues of concern for the welfare of animals due to ecosystem
decline which relate to habitat loss, destruction, encroachment, hunting activities
and the impact of feral species.

14

RSPCA Australia, Identifying Best Practice Domestic Cat Management in Australia,
https://kb.rspca.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Identifying-Best-Practice-Domestic-CatManagement-in-Australia-RSPCA-Research-Report-May-2018.pdf

Page | 10
10 of 10

