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Abstract
Cats have a significant impact on Aotearoa New Zealand’s 

biodiversity. While national legislation can help reduce the impacts 

of feral and stray cats, managing companion cats is more complex 

due to bonds between cats and their owners. Local councils can use 

by-laws to regulate companion cats, although it can be difficult to 

gain widespread public acceptance. This research analysed public 

submissions from five New Zealand councils to gain deeper insight 

into community attitudes towards cat control by-laws and consider 

the potential role of national standards. The submissions indicated 

that the majority of submitters supported by-laws, although regional 

differences suggest the need for localised approaches.
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Pussyfooting Around? 
Companion cat by-laws 
in Aotearoa New Zealand 

Cats are the most popular compan-
ion animal in New Zealand, with 
41% of households owning at least 

one cat, and over 1.2 million companion 
cats nationally (CANZ, 2020). Additionally, 
there are approximately 200,000 stray cats 
and an estimated 2.4 million feral cats 
(Donnell, 2021). Cats of all relationship 
types (companion, stray and feral) threaten 
native biodiversity, cause public nuisance 
by damaging private gardens through 
defecating and spraying, and can transmit 
diseases and parasites such as Toxoplasma 
gondii to humans and wildlife (Bassett et 
al., 2020; Farnworth, Campbell and Adams, 
2011; Glen et al., 2023; Kays et al., 2020; 
Loyd and Hernandez, 2012; National Cat 
Management Strategy Group, 2020; Read, 
2019; Sumner, Walker and Dale, 2022).

While all cat types have significant 
ecological and health impacts (Bassett et 
al., 2020; Glen et al., 2023; Howe et al., 
2014; Read, 2019; Roberts, Jones and Roe, 
2021; Roe et al., 2017), due to the density 
of companion cats in urban areas, they 
collectively kill 28–52 times more animals 
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per square kilometre than feral cats1 living 
in urban environments (Legge et al., 2020). 
The average home range of a companion 
cat is 3 hectares, although this range can 
increase for cats living near natural areas 
such as wetlands and reserves to a 
maximum of 6.8 hectares (Kikillus et al., 
2017; Metsers et al., 2010; Thomas et al., 
2014). The large home range size and 
ecological impacts of cats poses a problem 
for New Zealand as, thanks to conservation 
efforts, populations of threatened species 
such as käkä and käkäriki are increasing in 
cities like Wellington and Dunedin 
(Ballance, 2018; Concannon, 2021). Cat 
predation has a negative impact on these 
conservation successes. Cats also spread 
parasites, notably Toxoplasma gondii which 
sexually reproduces in cats and poses 
serious risks to humans, wildlife and 
livestock (Glen et al., 2023; Horn et al., 
2011; Zhu, VanWormer and Shapiro, 2023). 
Native species such as kiwi, käkä, kererü 
and red-crowned käkäriki have tested 
positive for toxoplasmosis, as have marine 
mammals, including New Zealand sea lions 
and Hector’s and Mäui dolphins (Glen et 
al., 2023; Howe et al., 2014; Roberts, Jones 
and Roe, 2021; Roe et al., 2017; Taylor et 
al., 2023). Some of the kiwi tested were 
living inside the Zealandia ecosanctuary in 
Wellington (Taylor et al., 2023), 
demonstrating that cat impacts can spread 
into these predator-free areas. In livestock, 
toxoplasmosis can cause reproductive 
issues, and is costly to monitor and control, 
impacting the agricultural industry (Glen 
et al., 2023; Roberts, Jones and Roe, 2021). 

In New Zealand, feral, stray and 
companion cats are managed under 
various policies. Feral cat impacts are 
addressed through the Wildlife Act 1953, 
Conservation Act 1987 and Biosecurity Act 
1993. The Animal Welfare Act 1999 protects 
feral and stray cats from wilful or reckless 
mistreatment, prohibits abandonment, 
and outlines the responsibilities of cat 
owners (Sumner, Walker and Dale, 2022). 
In addition to these national frameworks, 
regional and district councils play a key 
role in managing cats at the local level. 
Stray cats are typically managed through 
regional pest management plans in regions 
like Auckland, Northland and Wellington. 
These plans may include restrictions on 
feeding or relocating stray cats, and, in 

some cases, classify them as pests (SPCA, 
n.d.a, n.d.b). Companion cat management 
is primarily regulated through local by-
laws, with clauses varying by region 
(Sumner, Walker and Dale, 2022). 

Community consultation is a key 
component of developing these by-laws. By 
analysing the consultation processes and 
submissions, this research offers insights 
into local government capability in 
participatory governance and decision 
making. These processes also illustrate how 
councils navigate competing priorities – 
ecological concerns, animal welfare and 
community values – when shaping cat 
management policies.

Currently, 23 of the 78 regional, 
territorial and unitary councils in New 
Zealand have by-laws with cat-specific 
clauses. Five councils have by-laws that 
include the full suite of currently accepted 
cat management legislation: limiting the 
number of cats per household and 
requiring mandatory microchipping, 

desexing and registration. Eleven councils 
solely limit the number of cats per 
household, while five councils have 
requirements  for  mandator y 
microchipping, desexing and registration 
but no limits on the number of cats. One 
council’s by-law only includes limits on the 
number of cats per household and 
mandatory desexing, and one includes only 
mandatory microchipping and registration 
(Kilkillus et al., 2017, Sumner, Walker and 
Dale, 2022; SPCA, n.d.a; SPCA, n.d.b; 
Selwyn District Council, n.d.). Public 
acceptance significantly influences which 
clauses are adopted: for example, Selwyn 
District Council removed desexing 
requirements after public feedback (Sandys, 
2021).

 Beyond reducing nuisance and 
supporting conservation, cat control by-
laws provide animal welfare benefits for 
cats and their owners, while contributing 
to national cat management (Sumner, 
Walker and Dale, 2022). Desexing lowers 

Table 1: Territorial authorities and the cat management measures included in  
their by-laws

Territorial authority Desexing Microchipping Registration Limits on 

number of cats 

per household

Buller District Council ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Far North District Council* ✔

Hastings District Council ✔

Hutt City Council ✔ ✔ ✔

Invercargill City Council ✔

Kaipara District Council ✔

Manawatu District Council ✔ ✔

Marlborough District Council ✔

Nelson City Council ✔ ✔ ✔

New Plymouth District Council ✔

Palmerston North City Council ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Rangitikei District Council ✔

Ruapehu District Council ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Selwyn District Council ✔ ✔

South Waikato District Council ✔

Tararua District Council ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Tasman District Council ✔ ✔ ✔

Wairarapa consolidated by-

law**

✔

Wellington City Council ✔ ✔ ✔

Whanganui District Council ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Whangarei District Council ✔ ✔ ✔

* Far North District Council is undertaking a by-law review which proposes adding mandatory desexing, registration and microchipping of cats.
** Adopted by the Carterton, Masterton and South Wairarapa district councils in 2019.
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the risk of reproductive diseases, increases 
cat lifespan, curbs unwanted behaviours 
like urine marking, and reduces risks 
associated with roaming (ibid.; Kent et al., 
2022). Nationally, higher desexing rates 
help prevent cat abandonment and 
relinquishment to shelters (SPCA, n.d.a; 
Sumner, Walker and Dale, 2022). 
Microchipping and registration improve 
the likelihood of reuniting lost cats with 
their owners: for example, following the 
2011 Christchurch earthquake, 85% of 
microchipped cats were returned home 
within three hours, compared to just 25% 
of non-microchipped cats within seven 
days (SPCA, n.d.a). 

Despite growing recognition of the 
ecological, health and nuisance impacts of 
cats, cat management remains locally 
controlled through council by-laws, 
resulting in inconsistencies across the 
country. This variation in regulations has 
led to calls for a more unified approach to 
cat management at the national level. In July 
2023, Parliament’s Environment Committee 
recommended developing a nationwide cat 
management framework requiring 
registration, desexing and microchipping, 
with exemptions as needed. Groups such as 
the SPCA, Predator Free New Zealand and 
the National Cat Management Strategy 
Group consider national cat legislation to 
be the best option to resolve discrepancies 
between each council’s cat by-law 
requirements (SPCA, n.d.a, n.d.b; National 
Cat Management Strategy Group, 2020). 
Research suggests that a national strategy 
could balance the benefits of cat ownership 
with societal and environmental impacts 
(Walker, Bruce and Dale, 2017; Somerfield, 
2019). However, in November 2024 the 
government shelved the proposed National 
Cat Act, indicating that nationwide cat 
management was not a priority. For groups 
such as the SPCA and Predator Free New 
Zealand, the government’s inaction was a 
‘colossal missed opportunity’ (Sharpe, 2024). 
Are councils to be left to tackle this issue 
alone, or is it time for the government to 
stop pussyfooting around and take action 
on cat management? 

Research methodology
We collected submissions data from five 
councils: Palmerston North City Council, 
Selwyn District Council, Tasman District 

Council, Wellington City Council and 
Whangarei District Council. The five 
councils were chosen based on similarities 
in the cat management clauses in their by-
laws, and their representation of different 
demographic and regional areas, such 
as urban, rural or an urban/rural mix. 
Because each council collected this data 
differently, a mixed-method approach 
combining qualitative and quantitative 
analysis was used to determine the common 
themes and significant regional similarities 
and differences among the submissions. 
Statistical analyses were conducted using 
R statistical software (v4.4.1). A binomial 
generalised linear model (Hothorn, Bretz 
and Westfall, 2008) was used to analyse the 
data, with a Holm’s sequential Bonferroni 
procedure applied to account for conducting 
multiple tests on the same dataset. Most 
submissions were from the councils’ 
original by-laws, except for Wellington 
City Council’s, which were from the 2024 
by-law amendment on mandatory desexing. 
A total of 2,725 submissions were analysed, 
with cat-specific submissions distributed 
as follows: Palmerston North City Council 
received 46, Selwyn District Council 289, 
Tasman District Council 408, Wellington 
City Council 580 and Whangarei District 
Council 1,402. 

Results
Ten themes emerged from the analysis, 
highlighting the various issues around cat 
management and public views on by-law 
requirements. Some themes were more 
frequently commented on than others. 
Themes commented on in 20% or more 
of submissions in most regions were:
•	 nuisance;
•	 cost	concerns;
•	 stray	and	feral	cat	management;
•	 containment/curfews;
•	 conservation/environmental	concerns;
•	 by-law	support.
Fewer than 10% of submissions in most 
regions commented on:
•	 human	and	livestock	health	concerns;
•	 toxoplasmosis	risk	to	wildlife;
•	 benefits	of	cats;
•	 anti-regulation	sentiments.
This article focuses on five of these 
themes, due to their implications for 
policy and management: by-law support, 
anti-regulation sentiments, nuisance, 
conservation and cost. 

Theme 1: By-law support
All councils except Palmerston North 
surveyed residents on whether they would 
support the by-law or its clauses. While there 
was statistically significant regional variation 
in the by-law support theme, all regions 
showed majority support for cat by-laws. 
For this theme, free-text submissions were 
examined for support-related terms and 
combined with survey form data (‘Comment’ 
vs ‘Box tick’ in Figure 1). Wellington had the 
highest support at 96% of submissions, while 
Palmerston North had the lowest at 59%. 
However, the Palmerston North percentage 
may have been higher if submitters were 
directly asked if they supported the by-law, 
as shown by the increase in support for 
regions where survey form data was available. 
Palmerston North also had fewer submissions 
than other councils, with 46 cat-specific 
submissions, compared to Whangärei as the 
highest with 1,402 submissions. Statistically, 
Selwyn and Palmerston North had similar 
levels of support for by-laws, as did Tasman 
and Whangärei, indicated by the letters at the 
top of Figure 1. 

Theme 2: Anti-regulation sentiments
Anti-regulation sentiments were analysed 
to determine why some submitters were 
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opposed to the by-laws. Frequently 
expressed comments were that the by-law 
was a ‘revenue’ or ‘money making’ exercise, 
‘anti-cat’, a ‘waste of time and/or money’ and 
‘unenforceable’. Some submitters also felt 
that it should be their decision whether to 
desex, microchip or register their cat. There 
was significant regional variation among 
submissions on this theme, with Palmerston 
North, Tasman and Selwyn submitters 
expressing the highest percentage of anti-
regulation sentiments, between 11% and 
20%, while Wellington and Whangärei had 
the lowest at 1%. 

Theme 3: Nuisance
Nuisance-related issues were a high 
cause for concern in most regions, with 
examples of cats digging or fouling 
gardens, fighting and demonstrating 
‘anti-social cat behaviours’. Whangärei 
had the highest number of submissions 
tagged with this theme, at 79%, as this 
was the focus of a petition submitted by 
1,092 residents, focusing on the nuisance 
and health impacts of stray and feral 
cats in the region. Other regions had 
moderately high percentages of nuisance-
related submissions, with Selwyn at 38%, 
Palmerston North at 26% and Tasman 
at 18%, while Wellington had the lowest 
percentage at 5%. 

Theme 4: Conservation/environmental 
concerns
All regions expressed concerns about the 
environmental and conservation impacts 
of cats, with submitters often mentioning 
various native species and areas of 
conservation in their region. Whangärei 
and Tasman had the highest percentage 
of submissions with this theme at 40% 
and 36% respectively, followed by Selwyn 
(27%), Palmerston North (26%) and 
Wellington (23%). These submitters were 
all concerned about cats’ impacts on native 
species within their region and nationally. 

Theme 5: Cost concerns
Cost concerns generally related to the 
affordability of cat by-law clauses and 
recommendations for councils to provide 
subsidies or discounts when implementing 
the by-law. Whangärei had the highest 
percentage of cost concerns, at 81%, followed 
by Palmerston North (50%), Tasman (24%), 

Selwyn (19%) and Wellington (7%). While 
no council collected demographic data, 
some financial demographics can be 
inferred from the Statistics New Zealand 
2018 census, which shows that Whangärei, 
Tasman and Palmerston North have the 
lowest median incomes and percentages 
of full-time employment of the regions 
studied (Statistics New Zealand, n.d.a, 
n.d.b, n.d.c). The census information may 
correlate with the varying levels of concern 
found across the regions, as regions with 
lower reported incomes had higher levels of 
concern about cost. However, cost concerns 
did not explicitly relate to the submitter’s 
income, with many submitters expressing 
concern for low-income households in their 
region, and a desire for subsidies to support 
these residents. 

Councils and cat by-laws
Wellington City Council was the first 
council to implement a cat by-law, with the 
Animal Bylaw 2016 requiring mandatory 
microchipping and registration (Kikillus 
et al., 2017). In 2024, the by-law was 
updated to include desexing. Eighty-nine 
per cent of submitters supported the 2016 
by-law (Simmons, 2016), with submitter 
support increasing to 96% for the 2024 
update. Palmerston North City Council 
implemented their by-law in 2018, and as 

such the lower support percentage may 
reflect the novelty of cat management by-
laws at that time. The number of councils 
introducing cat by-laws rose substantially 
from 2020 onwards (Sumner, Walker et 
al., 2022). The Selwyn District Council 
by-law was introduced in 2021, Whangarei 
District Council’s in 2022, and Tasman 
District Council’s came into effect in late 
2024, accompanied by an equivalent by-law 
from Nelson City Council. The growing 
number of cat by-laws nationwide may be 
contributing to public support for these 
measures. Awareness of cat management 
issues is not a new topic, with Gareth 
Morgan’s ‘Cats to Go’ campaign in 2013 
generating a strong emotional response in 
New Zealand and overseas (Adam, 2013). 
Despite the controversy, public perceptions 
of cats have shifted more towards Morgan’s 
ideas, with New Zealand residents 
showing strong support for a national cat 
management strategy and exclusion zones 
to protect wildlife from cats (Read, 2019; 
Walker, Bruce and Dale, 2017). 

Implications for local  
and regional planning 
Key themes in public submissions reflect 
region-specific issues that decision makers 
must address. For example, nuisance 
caused by cats, particularly their impacts 

Figure 1: Percentage of submitters who support by-laws by council

100

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0
Selwyn Tasman Wellington

Councils
Box tick

a b c
Bylaw Support

a b

P. North Whangarei

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Comment

‘Box tick’ refers to data gathered through survey forms, while ‘Comment’ 
refers to searching free-text submissions for tagged words. The letters 
along the top denote whether regional variations were statistically 
significantly different (P<0.05) using a Tukey’s HSD test. Palmerston 

North and Selwyn are statistically similar (a). Tasman and Whangārei are 
also statistically similar (b) but different from Wellington, Palmerston 
North and Selwyn. Wellington statistically differed from the other 
councils (c).



Page 52 – Policy Quarterly – Volume 21, Issue 2 – May 2025

on gardens, emerged as a common concern, 
though Selwyn residents commented more 
on this issue than Wellington residents. 
This disparity likely reflects housing type 
and density differences between the two 
regions, as fewer Wellington residents 
would have access to garden space to grow 
vegetables. Additionally, rural Selwyn 
residents may be more aware of the risks of 
toxoplasmosis than Wellington residents, 
due to its agricultural impacts (Glen et 
al., 2023; Roberts, Jones and Roe, 2021). 
In Whangärei, nuisance issues primarily 
stemmed from stray cats, reflecting a need 
for greater control of stray cat populations. 

Cost concerns also varied by region, 
with lower-income areas more likely to 
comment on the cost of cat management 
measures and the need for subsidies. This 
concern is likely amplified by the ongoing 
cost-of-living crisis and its impact on those 
with a lower socioeconomic status. 
Submitters in all regions expressed concern 
about how the by-law would affect low-
income households and a desire for the 
council to support these households. 

Conservation and environmental 
concerns were frequently raised, with 
submitters commenting on local 
conservation issues. These included 
impacts on particular species in their 
region, such as kororä/little penguins 
(Eudyptula minor) in Tasman and 
Wellington, and long-tailed bats 
(Chalinolobus tuberculatus) in Whangärei, 
and impacts on particular places of 
conservation significance, such as 
Zealandia in Wellington and St Arnaud in 
Tasman. Submitters were more likely to 
support stricter measures such as 
containment, curfews and exclusion zones 
around these areas or in the habitats of 
these taonga species. Several submitters in 
each region thought that ‘much stronger 
action’ was needed, referring to New 
Zealand’s dog control policies and 
Australia’s cat containment regulations as 
examples of how cat roaming could be 
restricted to better protect wildlife and 
reduce nuisance effects. 

Anti-regulation sentiments are another 
theme important to designing and 
implementing policy and by-laws. Public 
concerns around enforcement of by-law 
measures, microchip failure, and by-laws 
as a ‘money-grabbing exercise’ reflect the 

importance of consultation, information 
provision and transparency. However, this 
may be easier said than done, as those 
expressing anti-regulation sentiments do 
not appear to seek this information. This 
is particularly evident in responses to social 
media posts by councils during by-law 
consultations. For example, Tasman 
District Council social media posts 
encouraging public submissions on their 
proposed cat by-law elicited comments 
opposing microchipping and registration, 
based on the misconception that council 
would charge an annual fee similar to dog 
registration. Despite multiple replies from 
a council staff member clarifying that the 
fee is a one-time charge to the New Zealand 
Companion Animal Register, the volume 
of comments on the matter indicated that 
many individuals had not fully read the 
post or prior responses addressing the 
same concern (Tasman District Council, 
2023). To resolve such misunderstandings, 
a more nuanced approach may be needed, 
with ongoing engagement and education. 
Concerns around freedom of choice and 
by-laws being ‘anti-cat’ could be addressed 
by educating the public on how by-laws 
benefit cats and owners themselves. 

Research shows that cat owners are more 
likely to support regulations that address 
animal welfare than ones that address other 
issues such as conservation (Hall et al., 
2016; Kent et al., 2022; Sumner, Walker and 
Dale, 2022).

Submission rates across regions varied, 
which could reflect differences in public 
engagement, regional concerns, or the 
accessibility of the submission process. For 
instance, Wellington, with a population of 
202,737, received 580 submissions, 
corresponding to about 0.29% of its 
population. In contrast, Whangärei, with 
a population of 90,960, received 1,402 
submissions, or about 1.54% of the 
population. Tasman (0.78%), Selwyn 
(0.48%) and Palmerston North (0.05%) 
also showed varied submission rates, with 
Palmerston North having the lowest 
engagement relative to its population. 
These findings highlight an ongoing 
challenge in public engagement. As Hodder 
(2019) notes, only a small percentage of a 
region’s population typically engages in the 
submission process. Consequently, 
enhancing community engagement and 
collaboration is essential to effectively 
identify the issues that need to be addressed 
in cat management (Reid and Schulze, 
2019). 

Effective regulation is critical to 
mitigating the impacts of cats on New 
Zealand’s biodiversity. However, the 
variation in regional concerns highlights 
the need for tailored approaches that 
consider both the specific issues faced by 
each community and the broader 
implications for conservation and animal 
welfare. By incorporating public feedback 
on cat-control issues, councils can develop 
more effective and widely accepted 
solutions for managing cat populations 
while minimising negative impacts on both 
wildlife and residents. It is important that 
decision makers consider region-specific 
issues and address these when developing 
and implementing by-laws.

Locally, planners can engage, educate 
and legislate in response to region-specific 
matters to better address residents’ 
concerns. The Whangärei petition 
highlighted the importance of stray cat 
management in the area, while submissions 
to Selwyn, Tasman, Palmerston North and 
Wellington councils showed a desire for 
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containment/curfews and/or cat exclusion 
zones around ecologically significant areas. 
Further, transition periods between 
adoption of the by-law and its enforcement 
are essential, as they give cat owners time 
to comply with by-laws, and councils to 
address some of the cost concerns expressed 
in submissions.

Standardising survey design
Four of the five councils used online 
surveys as part of their engagement process. 
Some offered multiple-choice questions 
and some provided a combination of both. 
However, each council used a different 
survey format and asked different 
questions, leading to notable variations in 
how respondents engaged with the process. 
Complex multiple-choice options often 
caused confusion, while surveys that used 
clear, simple language and concise answer 
choices were generally better received, 
with fewer instances of misunderstanding.

Despite these differences, the core 
purpose of each survey was the same: to 
gauge public support for the by-law, 
identify which management measures were 
preferred, and understand the reasons 
behind that support or opposition. A 
standardised survey format across councils 
would not only reduce confusion, but also 
ensure consistency in how questions are 
framed, making it easier to compare public 
sentiment between regions. This approach 
would enable councils to identify trends 
more effectively, share insights, and engage 
with their communities in a more targeted 
and meaningful way. Standardising the 
format would ultimately create a more 
streamlined, transparent public 
consultation process while minimising the 
risk of misinterpretation. After all, if we’re 
all asking the same questions, shouldn’t we 
be asking them in the same way?

Localised versus nationwide  
approaches towards cat management
Cats have significant national impacts on 
native wildlife, and on human and livestock 
health and wellbeing through predation, 
parasite spread, particularly Toxoplasma 
gondii, and nuisance effects. Despite these 
negative impacts, cat ownership can offer 
various benefits, including improved 
mental and physical health, reduced stress 
and enhanced well-being through tactile 

interactions and caregiving (Barker et al., 
2005; Ravenscroft et al., 2021). However, 
the evidence supporting these benefits 
is mixed, with some studies indicating 
limited or no significant improvements 
(Ogata, Weng and Messam, 2023; 
Ravenscroft et al., 2021; Schreiner, 2016). 
Nevertheless, many pet owners perceive 
their cats as important companions and 
family members, contributing positively 
to their lives (Hardie, Mai and Howell, 
2023; Ravenscroft et al., 2021). As such, 
the complex relationship between people 
and their pets is an important aspect for 
decision makers to consider when creating 
cat management legislation.

Public awareness of cats’ environmental 
impacts has grown, with increasing media 
coverage of this topic (Brettkelly, 2022; 
Dowling, 2023; Page, 2023; RNZ, 2024), 
which has led some people to reconsider cat 
ownership (McClure, 2023). New Zealand 
has previously taken action against the 
impact of pets, such as banning ferret sales 

in 2002 (Lee, 2002), although a similar ban 
on cats is unlikely due to their widespread 
popularity, emphasising the need for 
effective management legislation.

In New Zealand, 41% of households 
own a cat, and of these, 74% consider their 
cat a member of the family (CANZ, 2020), 
meaning cat management is often a deeply 
personal issue. Many cat owners are already 
complying with management measures, 
with 88% of all companion cats desexed 
and 49% microchipped (ibid). Additionally, 
New Zealand research shows that there is 
high support for desexing, microchipping 
and registration among cat owners (Bassett 
et al., 2020; CANZ, 2020; Forrest et al., 
2019; Gates et al., 2019; Hall et al., 2016; 
Ovenden, Bassett and Sumner, 2024; 
Sumner, Walker and Dale, 2022; Walker, 
Bruce and Dale, 2017). Given the strong 
support for by-laws demonstrated in this 
research, and consistent with 
recommendations from the National Cat 
Management Strategy Group (2020), the 
SPCA (n.d.a, n.d.b) and other research 
(Sumner, Walker and Dale, 2022; Walker et 
al., 2017), national cat management 
legislation requiring mandatory desexing, 
microchipping and registration seems 
likely to be well-received by most of the 
New Zealand public.

The National Cat Act proposed by the 
National Cat Management Strategy Group 
was supported by many national 
organisations, including wildlife 
conservation groups such as Forest and 
Bird and Predator Free New Zealand 
(Forest and Bird, 2023; Rutledge, 2022; 
Predator Free New Zealand, n.d.), as well 
as animal welfare organisations like the 
SPCA. Additionally, international 
commitments that New Zealand has signed, 
such as the Ramsar Convention and the 
Convention on Biological Diversity, 
technically require the control of feral and 
domestic cats (Trouwborst, McCormack 
and Martínez Camacho, 2020). These 
commitments, coupled with the increasing 
public awareness of cat impacts and the 
strong support for cat management 
measures seen in the findings and literature, 
demonstrate that for legal and social 
reasons, New Zealand should implement 
national cat legislation to reduce the 
environmental, nuisance and health 
impacts of cats.
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including wildlife 
conservation 

groups such as 
Forest and Bird and 
Predator Free New 
Zealand ... as well 
as animal welfare 
organisations like 

the SPCA. 
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Despite the necessity of cat legislation, 
challenges remain, particularly regarding 
costs and resistance to regulation. Cost is 
a significant barrier and may require local 
or central government support and 
subsidies to address. Decision makers 
could partner with national groups like the 
SPCA, or local groups like Cats Protection, 
who already offer subsidised desexing and 
microchipping services (Cats Protection 
League Canterbury, n.d.; Cats Protection 
Wellington, n.d.; SPCA, 2024). Anti-
regulation sentiments will remain a barrier, 
although these can be addressed in part 
through good engagement on a local level. 
Ongoing education, engagement and 
advocacy on the importance of these 
measures for cats, the environment and the 
wider public, alongside a slow, phased-in 
approach to regulation (National Cat 
Management Strategy Group, 2020), would 
be essential to ensure the success of 
national legislation. Cat owners are usually 
more receptive to education that focuses 
on animal welfare and responsible cat 
ownership than conservation (Crowley, 
Cecchetti and McDonald, 2019; Dickman, 
2009; Hall et al., 2016; Ovenden, Bassett 
and Sumner, 2024; Sumner, Walker and 
Dale, 2022; Woolley and Hartley, 2019); 
however, wildlife conservation is a key 
concern to both cat owners and non-
owners, with cat owners in New Zealand 
showing greater concern about the 

conservation impacts of cats than those in 
other countries (Foreman-Worsley et al., 
2021; Hall et al., 2016). Thus, any education 
campaign should use a dual approach, 
focusing on the conservation impacts and 
animal welfare benefits of cat legislation. 
These challenges are not insurmountable, 
and the widespread support for better cat 
management shows that New Zealand is 
ready to do better. 

Conclusion 
Despite the proposed National Cat Act 
not being prioritised by the current 
government (Environment Committee, 
2023; Sharpe, 2024), this research suggests 
that New Zealanders support better cat 
management, and many cat owners are 
already complying with the proposed 
management measures (desexing, 
microchipping and registration). The 
strong support for these measures indicates 
that national legislation is not only feasible 
but would likely be well received by much of 
the New Zealand public. However, regional 
differences indicate that to effectively 
implement national legislation, local 
authorities would need to work closely with 
communities, especially in low-income 
areas where residents may require support 
from councils and local organisations to 
comply with legislation. Additionally, a 
nationwide legislative framework could 
give local councils the flexibility to address 

region-specific concerns, and potentially 
implement stricter measures like exclusion 
zones or containment around ecologically 
significant areas where desired.

This study highlights how consultation 
processes can serve as a mechanism for 
public sector leadership, shaping both 
policy design and community trust. It also 
reveals the potential – and the limitations 

– of public consultation as a governance 
tool, particularly when navigating complex 
issues. These limitations could be reduced 
by standardising public engagement tools, 
such as survey design, to improve clarity, 
minimise misinterpretation, and enable 
more meaningful cross-regional 
comparisons. Ultimately, the success of any 
cat management legislation depends on a 
careful balance between national standards 
and local adaptation, ensuring that the 
preservation of wildlife, the welfare of cats 
and the concerns of the public are all 
addressed in a clear and effective manner. 
It is time to stop pussyfooting around and 
establish a national plan for cats – one that 
promotes better cat welfare while protecting 
New Zealand’s unique indigenous 
biodiversity.

1 The definitions of stray and feral cats vary by country. In New 
Zealand, feral cats are defined as living independently from 
humans, with no input from the companion cat population, while 
stray cats are considered semi-reliant on human resources and 
increase their population through interbreeding with companion 
cats. In an Australian article (Legge, 2020), stray cats are defined 
as a subset of feral cats (semi-feral), so in this instance, ‘feral cats’ 
refers to stray and feral cats. 
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