
Cat Symposium – Alice Springs, September 2016 

On Thursday 29th September, the Australian Mammal Society hosted a ‘Cat Symposium’, following 

on from their 62nd Annual Society Meeting, in Alice Springs. Territory Natural Resource Management 

were the sole sponsors at this all day event. 

A total of 20 speakers presented findings on both feral and domestic cats within Australia. In 

addition, delegates heard a plenary talk from Threatened Species Commissioner Gregory Andrews 

titled; ‘Ramping up Australia’s fight against #extinction by tackling #FeralCats. Abstract summaries, 

excluding the plenary, can be found from page two. 

Over the course of the day, we learned of the national feral cat strategy being implemented by the 

Department of the Environment through the Threatened Species Commissioner, as well as receiving 

State and Territory overviews of the issues feral cats are causing. Brett Murphy opened the sessions 

with an estimation of how many feral cats there are in Australia (up to 5.8 million), indicating higher 

densities in populated areas. Other highlights included the presentation from Kate Crossing and 

senior members of Kiwirrkurra community about traditional feral cat hunting in their region of 

central-eastern WA and the research being carried out at Arid Recovery by Mike Letnic and 

colleagues from University of New South Wales to improve the abilities of native mammals to 

coexist with feral cats. 

“A range of innovative approaches to dealing with the cat issue in Australia were presented during 

the day including the development of new technology such as the Eradicat and Curiosity baits and 

the Felixer (feral cat grooming trap). Efforts to educate pet cat owners are already quite advanced in 

certain parts of the country, such as Kangaroo Island as per Pat Hodgens’ talk targeting cat 

eradication from the island. There certainly seems to be a great deal of research going on across the 

country including using traditional hunting techniques in Outback Australia, although there is still 

plenty of scope for further investigations such as finding conditions under which feral cats thrive or 

their interaction with fire.  

Over 100 people were in attendance at the cat symposium and the event was closely followed 

through Twitter due largely to the engagement with which Gregory Andrews uses the medium. This 

enabled conversations and stories to be told and discussed far beyond those present. 

 

Jon Hodgetts (Territory NRM), Gregory Andrews (Threatened Species Commissioner, DoE) and Chris Pavey (CSIRO) 



 

Gregory Andrews with members of Nyirripi and Kiwirrkurra communities, Rachel Paltridge (Desert Wildlife Services) and 
Kate Crossing (Central Desert Native Title Services). Nolia Ward of Kiwirrkurra holds aloft a trophy presented by Gregory for 
champion feral cat hunting in WA. Christine Ellis (left, from Nyirripi) received the NT equivalent. 

Abstract summaries (presenting author in bold); 

Session1: National and State Perspectives 

‘How many feral cats are in Australia?’ Legge, Sarah, Murphy, Brett P., McGregor, Hugh W. and   

Woinarski, John, C.Z. 

Feral cats (Felis catus) are implicated in numerous Australian mammal extinctions and ongoing 
declines. Cat control is now a high-profile priority for Australian policy, research and management. 
To develop the evidence-base to support this priority, we collate 70 site-based estimates of feral cat 
density across Australia, examine environmental and geographic correlates of density, and use these 
to estimate the feral cat population size. We review information on cat occupancy of islands, finding 
that cats occur across >99.9% of Australia’s total land area. Cat densities are highest on small islands 
and, on the mainland, in arid and semi-arid areas after wet periods. We estimate that the feral cat 
population in natural environments fluctuates between 1.3 million after continent-wide droughts, 
and 5.1 million after prolonged wet periods. We estimate an additional 0.7 million feral cats occur in 
highly modified environments (urban areas, rubbish tips, intensive farms). Our population estimate 
for Australia’s feral cats across natural and highly modified environments (2.0-5.8 million) is lower 
than recently-quoted figures, and Australian densities are lower than those on other continents. 
Nevertheless, cats inflict severe impacts on Australia's native fauna, reinforcing the need for policy, 
research and management to reduce their impacts. 

‘An update of feral cat control in Western Australia’ Algar, Dave, Johnston, Michael, O’Donoghue, 

Michael and Quinn, Julie 

The impact of introduced predators is a major factor limiting survivorship and recruitment of many 
native species in Western Australia. In particular, the feral cat has been implicated in range 
reductions and population declines of many conservation dependent species, including small to 
medium-sized mammals, and ground-nesting birds. In this presentation we provide an update on 
feral cat control efforts in Western Australia. To date, poison baiting using Eradicat® has been the 
principal approach. While it has been valuable as a primary tool, Eradicat® is only one of three feral 
cat bait types (Eradicat®, Curiosity® and Hisstory®) that are at various stages of development and are 



discussed in this update. In addition, recent refinements and advances in cat management strategies 
and control technologies will be outlined. These innovations include successes with lethal implants, 
and progress in development of lethal collars, female sentinel cats and several feline attractants. 
Progress towards eradication of feral cats from Western Australian islands is also presented. 

‘Feral cats in the Northern Territory: Challenges, opportunities and progress in evaluating and 
mitigating impacts’ Gillespie, Graeme 

Feral cats have emerged as one of, if not the primary, threat to wildlife in the Northern Territory 
(NT). Over the past five years we have considerably advanced our knowledge of this threat.  
Methods for systematically surveying and monitoring feral cats have been developed for tropical 
savanna and arid regions. Large data sets have been accumulated to examine factors influencing 
occurrence of feral cats across the Top End and their relationships with patterns of species decline. 
Experimental evaluation of feral cat predation on small mammals and reptiles has been undertaken. 
More precise estimates of cat population densities have been acquired in high conservation value 
areas. Building on findings from the NT and elsewhere, the NT government is undertaking several 
management trials to explore and refine ways to mitigate the impacts of feral cats: (i) targeted 
baiting and experimental fire management to reduce predatory impacts of feral cats on Central 
Rock-rats in the West MacDonnell Ranges; (ii) baiting trials on Groote Eylandt to evaluate non-target 
impacts of broader-scale feral cat baiting programs; and (iii) integrated enhanced fire management 
and feral herbivore suppression trials in Kakadu National Park to evaluate how this may ameliorate 
the predatory impacts of feral cats on threatened species. 

Session 2: Interactions with other Predators and with Humans 

‘Mesopredator interactions in an urban environment: effects of decreased red fox activity on 
spatial use by feral cats’ Dormer, Jessica, Spencer, Ricky and Dickman, Chris 

In Australia, introduced feral cats (Felis catus) and red foxes (Vulpes vulpes) are responsible for the 
extinction and decline of numerous species of small mammals. These mid-sized predators, or 
mesopredators, are found across much of mainland Australia and are also common urban 
inhabitants. Here, we investigate if foxes suppress cat populations in fragmented urban habitats. We 
test the potential for competitive interactions between cats and foxes by monitoring space use and 
overlap of the two species over two survey seasons when fox activity was high and when fox activity 
was reduced by poison baiting on a university campus with mixed urban, natural and highly modified 
habitats. Remote camera traps and radio telemetry showed that cats and foxes exhibited little 
spatial and habitat overlap when fox activity was high. Cats utilised urban areas and foxes non-urban 
areas. Foxes used urban fringe habitats less when fox activity decreased. Decreased fox activity had 
no effect on the size of cat home ranges, overall trap rate or activity, but led to a significant increase 
by cats in their use of urban fringe habitats. Foxes appear to limit use of urban fringe habitats by 
cats, indicating the potential for interference competition between these mesopredator species in 
fragmented, urban environments. 

‘Factors affecting habitat use by Tasmanian devils, spotted-tailed quolls and feral cats in a 
modified landscape’ Lyall, Joanna, Johnson, Christopher, Munks, Sarah and Jones, Menna 

This project aims to determine how the Tasmanian devil, spotted-tailed quoll and feral cats interact 
in their use of a highly modified landscape in Northwest Tasmania. We are collecting occupancy and 
abundance data on each species across native forest, plantation forests, agricultural land and native 
grasslands/moorlands, and testing the effects of habitat variables on each species. Reconyx infra-red 
cameras were set for a minimum period of 21 days at 150 sites during autumn/winter 2014 and 
again during spring/summer 2014/15. Site features and landscape factors were recorded within 
buffers of 1 and 3km around each camera station. Initial analysis indicates substantial differences in 
the way the three target species use this landscape. Cats have a preference for agricultural sites, 



being present at 80% of these during winter. Devils and spotted tailed quolls were both found at 
over 50% of native forest sites in winter and at fewer agricultural sites. Occupancy modelling 
indicates strong relationships between species, with occurrence of other species and site factors 
influencing detection and presence. Identification of factors influencing occupancy has the potential 
to guide modification of land management, particularly in plantations, to maximise opportunities for 
spotted tailed quoll and Tasmanian devil populations to persist. 

‘Restoring resilience in wildlife populations: Devils, quolls and cats in the Tasmanian midlands’ 
Hamer, Rowena, Johnson, Chris and Jones, Menna 

The Tasmanian Midlands, a highly modified agricultural region, is the focus of intensive vegetation 
restoration programs by our partner organisations Greening Australia, Bush Heritage Australia, the 
Tasmanian Land Conservancy and the Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and 
Environment (DPIPWE). 

My PhD research focuses on the feral cat and native marsupial carnivores (the Tasmanian devil, 
spotted-tailed quoll and eastern quoll). These predatory species are particularly relevant to habitat 
restoration, as the high densities of feral cats in the Midlands are likely to obstruct successful 
colonisation of restoration plantings by small native fauna. Conversely, restoring healthy predator 
populations can regulate biodiversity at lower trophic levels and confer increased resilience to 
environmental change. 

We have two main aims, which target knowledge gaps identified by our partners: 

1. Providing detailed information on the movements and habitat requirements of native 
carnivores.  

2. Investigating the habitat use and predatory impact of the feral cat, and its interactions with 
native carnivores.  

We will present and discuss preliminary results from landscape scale camera surveys and GPS 
tracking undertaken over the past year. 

‘Investigating correlates of Toxoplasma gondi to explain its higher prevalence on Kangaroo Island’ 
Taggart, Patrick 

Australia’s mammals have declined at an unparalleled rate since European settlement. In Australia, 
disease has contributed to the localised extinction and decline in range and abundance of several 
native species, and is considered a key threat to many species of conservation significance. 
Toxoplasmosis, the disease caused by Toxoplasma gondii, causes fatalities in many species of 
Australian mammal, and sub-lethal impacts of the disease can increase an animal’s susceptibility to 
predation. On Kangaroo Island (KI), the prevalence of T.gondii in cats and sheep is substantially 
higher than on mainland Australia, suggesting a high level of environmental contamination and 
exposing wildlife to a high risk of infection. This is of concern as the island supports a number of 
threatened and endemic species. My PhD research will identify why the prevalence of T.gondii is 
substantially higher on KI than on the Australian mainland. Possible explanations for the high 
prevalence of T. gondii on KI include differences in cat and/or intermediate host abundance, T. 
gondii seroprevalence in intermediate hosts, the availability and accessibility of T. gondii infected 
carrion, cat behaviour, and/or environmental conditions. Results of this study are directly relevant to 
the management of T.gondii in wildlife on KI and other Australian islands. 

‘Cat burglars caught on camera at the scene of the crime! Using ultrasonic deterrents to prevent 
property incursions by roaming cats’ Crawford, Heather M., Fontaine, Joe and Calver, Michael C. 

In Australia, most research into cat control focuses on feral animals. However, one in four Australian 
households owns at least one cat, and urban residents are often unhappy about roaming cats fouling 



or damaging property, fighting with pets or preying on wildlife. Urban cat management is 
contentious, so non-lethal methods of preventing cat activity are needed. 

Two ultrasonic deterrent devices were trialled in 16 private backyards where residents had 
complained of cat incursions. Cameras and devices were set-up in areas of cat activity (e.g. fish 
pond), and these ‘hotspots’ were monitored for two weeks to establish baseline activity (trap events 
and time). Deterrents were activated for two weeks, with a final two week period of monitoring. 
Log10-transformed data were analysed using repeated measures ANOVA. 

Seventy-six cats were detected during trials, with most exhibiting stress behaviours when devices 
were encountered. Ultrasonic devices produced a significant reduction in cat activity across trial 
sites. Both sexes had similar reductions in activity, but sexually intact males were more ready to 
return. Trials revealed complex social interactions with many cats increasing activity when ‘resident’ 
cats became less active. Results indicate that ultrasonic devices may be an effective measure for 
preventing cat incursions into urban backyards. 

‘Monitoring and raising awareness about domestic cat movement and management in the Alice 
Springs urban ecosystem’ Kreusser, J., Dowling, T., Young, L, Heenan, C. and Low, B. 

Land for Wildlife / Garden for Wildlife instigated a domestic cat monitoring program in Alice Springs 
based on interest from members regarding responsible cat ownership. The project focused on two 
main goals: 1) collecting spatial data from domestic cats in Alice Springs and 2) raising awareness 
and engaging with pet cat owners and the wider community about responsible cat ownership with 
reference to spatial data maps.  

Harnesses with Catlog devices were placed on 17 domestic cats, on 30 occasions for up to seven 
days at a time. GPS data was used to create maps of the range and direction travelled by individual 
cats. Thirty domestic cat owners were involved directly through pre- and post-monitoring surveys in 
an effort to gauge attitude and behaviour about responsible management of their pets. Strategic 
engagement activities at community events, combined with a range of media communications, were 
integrated throughout the project to encourage community conversation around domestic cats and 
responsible cat ownership in Alice Springs.  

The project generated significant interest and is set to continue (2016-2017); extending to include 
analysis of domestic cat scats and capture of visual footage with cat-mounted cameras. 

‘Fighting like cats and dogs? Spatial and temporal activity of sympatric feral cats and dingoes in 
central Queensland’ Fancourt, Bronwyn, Speed, James and Gentle, Matt 

Feral cats are notoriously difficult to control effectively using traditional management approaches. 
Dingo reintroductions have been proposed as a novel approach to the broadscale control of invasive 
mesopredators such as feral cats and foxes. However, the ability of dingoes to suppress feral cats 
and protect species threatened by cat predation remains unresolved. 

We used camera traps to investigate the spatial and temporal activity of sympatric dingoes and feral 
cats in Taunton National Park, home to the only significant remnant wild population of the 
endangered bridled nailtail wallaby. 

Feral cats and dingoes exhibited marked overlap in spatial and temporal activity across the park, 
indicating coexistence between these predators at this site. Time and distance between individual 
predator detections were negatively related, suggesting within-night avoidance of dingoes by cats. 
However, cats remained active, abundant and widespread across the park, with evidence of cats 
hunting and breeding successfully in areas occupied by dingoes.  

These findings suggest that feral cats can coexist with dingoes, without significant suppression of cat 
abundance or fitness. Proposals to reintroduce dingoes should be evaluated on a site-by-site basis, 



as the ability of dingoes to suppress feral cats and protect species of conservation significance will 
likely be context dependent. 

Session 3: Impacts on Biodiversity 

‘Reversing the decline of mammals in northern Australia: Response of native mammals to cat 
control on the Pellew Islands’ Paltridge, Rachel, Johnston, Anthony, Fitzpatrick, Sean and Goodman, 
Clem 

The decline in native mammal populations in Northern Australia in recent decades has been well 
documented. A five year cat control program conducted by the li-Anthawirriyarra Sea Rangers in the 
Gulf of Carpentaria provided an opportunity to test the hypothesis that cat predation is a primary 
agent of regional mammal decline. Cats were introduced to West Island in 1994 and despite the 
presence of five species of native mammal in 1988, no mammals were captured during five 
successive surveys conducted between 2003 and 2011.  

A sustained aerial and ground baiting program using Eradicat baits was implemented across the 
13,000 ha island from 2011-2015. Baiting produced a significant knockdown in the cat population 
after two years and this has been followed by a resurgence in native mammals. Three species are 
now regularly detected through tracking, trapping and camera trapping surveys. Concurrent 
monitoring on a neighbouring island where no predator manipulation occurred showed no increase 
in native mammal populations during the study period. 

The Pellew Islands cat project demonstrates the benefits of building long-term collaborations 
between Indigenous Ranger groups and scientists in wildlife restoration projects and provides hope 
for recovery of native mammals at other sites in Northern Australia. 

‘Managing feral cats on Melville Island: Saving the brush-tailed rabbit-rat from extinction’ Davies, 
Hugh, Murphy, Brett, McCarthy, Michael, Andersen, Alan and Gillespie, Graeme 

Feral cats have been implicated as a major driver in the decline of many small mammal species 
across northern Australia, including the threatened brush-tailed rabbit-rat (Conilurus penicillatus). 
Recent evidence suggests that the predation pressure imposed by feral cats in northern Australia is 
amplified by landscape-scale processes that reduce vegetation complexity. We used occupancy 
modelling to determine if feral cats are a significant driver of the distribution of Australia’s largest 
remnant population of C. penicillatus on Melville Island, and also investigated the correlates of site 
extirpation probability of C. penicillatus over a 15-year period (2000-2015). Our results show that C. 
penicillatus is now restricted to parts of the island with high shrub density and low feral cat activity, 
though in the past occurred more widely. Local extinctions have occurred in areas with high feral cat 
activity and low shrub density. Our results suggest that feral cats are driving C. penicillatus towards 
extinction on Melville Island, and hence are likely to cause their extinction in Australia generally. The 
management of landscape processes to maintain shrub density, through fire management and the 
removal of large exotic herbivores, coupled with the ongoing development and implementation of 
methods to effectively reduce feral cat densities will contribute substantially to conserving this 
threatened species. 

‘Not so clear but present danger: Managing the threat of feral cats for the critically endangered 
central rock-rat’ McDonald, Peter, J. and Stewart, Alistair 

The critically endangered central rock-rat (Zyzomys pedunculatus) is one of Australia’s rarest 
mammals and predation by feral cats is believed to be the key threatening process. However, 
disentangling the influence of top-down and bottom-up processes presents a significant challenge 
for evaluating the response of desert rodent populations to experimental management. We present 
data which suggest that habitat mediates predation impact from feral cats and propose a means of 
measuring rock-rat response to feral cat management; strength of relationship between rock-rat 



occupancy and habitat structure. We also provide an outline of our ongoing experimental 
approaches to managing the threat of feral cats and increasing central rock-rat occupancy.   

‘Experimental evidence that cat predation supresses reptile diversity in Australia’s tropical 
savannas’ Stokeld, Danielle, Fisher, Alaric, Gentles, Tim, Hill, Brydie M., Woinarski, John, Young, 
Stuart and Gillespie, Graeme R.  

Predator-proof fences have previously been used successfully to exclude feral cats from targeted 
areas for threatened species conservation. To evaluate the role of cat predation on vertebrate 
population responses a cat-exclusion experiment was undertaken in Kakadu National Park. Two 64 
ha predator-proof exclosures were constructed in Kapalga, Kakadu National Park in December 2013. 
Four non-fenced sites of equal size were established to serve as controls. Baseline population data of 
reptiles was obtained prior to fence completion and following fence construction.  Reptiles were 
sampled using 24 x 20 L pitfall traps per site on three occasions per year over two years, from 
November 2013 to December 2015. Reptile abundance doubled over two years in the fenced 
exclosures but remained unchanged in the unfenced sites. Reptile species richness increased inside 
fenced areas; however, large seasonal variation in captures of species weakened the significance of 
this result. The cat exclusion experiment demonstrated that predation by feral cats is exerting 
considerable pressure on small reptile diversity in savanna woodland habitat. Further monitoring of 
reptiles at these experimental plots would yield important information on the relative vulnerability 
of different components of the reptile community, and help to hone management priorities. 

Session 4: Taking Action 

‘Feral cat hunting at Kiwirrkurra’ Crossing, Kate, Paltridge, Rachel, Ward, Nolia Yukultji and West, 
John 

The Kiwirrkurra Indigenous Protected Area (IPA) focuses on looking after culture and country. One 
aspect of this work is protecting two key threatened species that occur within the IPA: the bilby and 
great desert skink. Feral cats are recognised as a threat to both these species. 

Kiwirrkurra people have a long tradition of hunting feral cats for food. This tradition used to be 
widespread across the desert but is rapidly disappearing. 

The aim of the feral cat control project at Kiwirrkurra is to encourage the continuation of this unique 
skill whilst investigating its effectiveness in reducing predation pressure in targeted areas.  

Two key strategies are being trialled: supported ranger trips to hunt cats at priority sites for 
threatened species; and incentive payments for feral cats caught anywhere within the IPA during 
private hunting trips.  

A total of 50 cats have been killed in the first two years of the project. Although the incentive 
payments for private hunting provides best value for money, the dedicated ranger trips have 
significantly increased the number of cats being captured.  

This project provides a unique opportunity to use traditional skills to reduce predation pressure on 
threatened species in open landscapes. 

‘Feral cat control in the NSW Alps and south-east forests: Protecting population of mountain 
pygmy-possum (Burramys parvus) and koonoom (smoky mouse Pseudomys fumeus)’ Broome, 
Linda, and Schroder, Mel 

Feral cat control and monitoring in alpine and heavily forested environments is challenging due to 
thick vegetation cover, steep terrain and difficult access. We have focused cat control and 
monitoring efforts around key populations of the Endangered Mountain Pygmy-possum and 
Critically Endangered Smoky Mouse in these environments. In alpine areas cat control is conducted 
around ski resorts in winter using cage traps, while soft jaw trapping is conducted over a wider area 



during snow-free months. In forest habitats occupied by the Smoky Mouse soft jaw trapping is 
conducted from autumn to spring. Infra-red digital cameras have been trialled for cat monitoring in 
the alpine areas since 2009, while sand pads are used in the forests. From 2002-2010 118 cats were 
removed from ski resorts using cage traps during winter, with a further 69 cats and 74 foxes trapped 
in soft-jaw traps from 2010-2016. Seventy four cats and 9 foxes were trapped in the Smoky Mouse 
study area (6 x 10 km) from 2012-2016. Responses of Mountain Pygmy-possum populations are 
encouraging, with a recovery at one depleted site and an increase at another. The smoky mouse 
population is still critically low. In 2015 a cat detector dog “Dottie” was trained and is now assisting a 
cat control contractor by locating fresh cat sign and enabling more strategic location of traps.  

‘Kangaroo Island feral cat control trials 2016-2018: Guiding an islands eradication’ Hodgens, Pat 
and Kinloch, Martine 

Kangaroo Island has been identified as one of five Australian Islands earmarked for feral cat 
eradication by the Federal Environment Department. 

Building on years of local cat research and with a supportive island community, stringent council by-
laws and a highly successful feral animal control history, the island has embarked on the first of 
three stages of this ambitious project. 

A comprehensive evaluation of all currently available cat control techniques is currently underway. 
Cat trapping trials, non-toxic bait trials, lure trials, detection dog trials and intensive grooming trap 
trials will be assessed to determine the most appropriate combination of control mechanisms to 
deliver the next project stage of the project; to eradicate cats from the Dudley Peninsula. 

The control trials are focussed on the narrow Dudley Peninsula Isthmus where the island will be 
divided into two by a cat proof fence and cat grid on the main road that intersects it. Efficacy of the 
cat proof fence, its grid and all the control techniques will occur in conjunction with the radio 
collaring of up to ten cats on either side of the fence. The impacts of cat removal on native fauna 
and introduced rodents will be assessed by gathering baseline data before, during and after 
eradication. 

‘Individual insights – agent-based models of invasive predator responses to fire management and 
fox baiting’ Hradsky, Bronwyn, Di Stefano, Julian, Kelly, Luke, Ritchie, Euan, and Wintle, Brendan 

Invasive predators such as red foxes Vulpes vulpes and feral cats Felis catus pose a major threat to 
biodiversity. In Australia, poison baits are widely used to control foxes with the aim of protecting 
native fauna.  However, considerable uncertainty remains regarding the influence of landscape 
context and disturbance regimes on predator populations, the effectiveness of alternative bait 
deployment strategies, and the implications of fox control for trophic interactions across 
ecosystems. Agent-based models (ABMs) can be used to investigate how system dynamics emerge 
from individual behaviours and local interactions. Using ABMs and a pattern-oriented modelling 
approach, we examine how invasive predator populations and predator impacts on native fauna are 
affected by fire, baiting and prey availability in forest ecosystems. The models are spatially explicit, 
and incorporate intra- and interspecific competition by representing the territorial and demographic 
dynamics of individual predators, and prey consumption. ABMs provide a powerful tool for 
synthesising knowledge from field experiments and so understanding how invasive predator 
responses to management could affect the persistence of native fauna. ABMs can be used to predict 
and evaluate the relative effectiveness of predator and fire management options.  We discuss the 
potential for integrating predator ABMs into population models of critical-weight-range mammals.  

‘How different simulations of fire and grazing management can magnify or reduce the predatory 
impacts of feral cats’ McGregor, Hugh, Prowse, Thomas, Legge, Sarah, Roshier, David, Jones, Menna 
and Johnson, Chris 



Feral cats are one of the greatest threats to native Australian wildlife, and one possible avenue for 
reducing their impacts in northern Australia is by managing fire and grazing regimes. Intense fires 
are especially detrimental, with cats finding them especially favourable hunting grounds and small 
mammals experiencing heightened predation. Although it is clear that intense fires are detrimental 
for wildlife, all our evidence comes from research of a small number of disturbance events, not 
regimes spanning many years. It is therefore unknown what long-term fire management strategies 
are most effective at reducing cat impacts. With this project, we aim to amalgamate all research on 
feral cat movements and hunting collected at Mornington into a meta-model of landscape factors, 
cat impacts, and small mammal populations. This will allow a direct test of whether changes to fire 
and grazing regimes across northern Australia could have caused the small mammal declines there, 
even if cat density remained stable. It will also add weight to existing evidence that improved fire 
and grazing management at Mornington is the cause for increases in small mammal populations 
there. 

‘Improving the abilities of native mammals to coexist with feral cats’ West, R., Moseby, K., 
Steindler, L., Blumstein, D. and Letnic, M. 

Predation by introduced predators - feral cats and foxes - is the major factor responsible for the 
extinction of Australian mammals and the reason for numerous failed attempts to reintroduce 
native mammals back into ecosystems. Many reintroduction programs have failed because of the 
inability of native mammals to mount effective anti-predator responses due to the absence of prior 
experience and co-evolution with these novel predators. To circumvent these problems, predation 
pressure can be reduced by erecting fences to exclude predators and create predator-free 
sanctuaries. However, there is little prospect of establishing populations of native mammals outside 
of sanctuaries because animals reared in predator-free environments have ineffective anti-predator 
responses. We have been trialling an approach to improve the anti-predator traits of native 
mammals by kick-starting co-evolution through in situ predator exposure whereby native mammals 
are exposed to introduced predators under closely monitored conditions. Results show that 
endangered mammals (burrowing bettongs and greater bilbies) can persist, reproduce and are more 
wary in the presence of feral cats. However, it remains to be tested whether in situ predator 
exposure can improve reintroduction success outside of predator-free sanctuaries. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


