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Opinion: do cats have a future in New Zealand?
From Gareth Morgan’s call for more responsible cat ownership, to a recent news item that the Auckland 
Council plans to put down any stray cats that have not been micro-chipped, it’s been a tough year for 
felines. Much is made of the impacts that cats can have on our indigenous wildlife, and this has driven 
debate on where cats might fit into any strategy to reduce or eradicate predators from New Zealand. 
It may come as a surprise to the reader, but like many folk, some of our ecologists have cats as pets. The tensions 
surrounding cat management are not lost on us!

As ecologists working with our clients, such as when applying for resource consent for new subdivision or land 
development, we are sometimes asked: ‘Should cats be banned?’ 

The answer is not clear cut; and the plot thickens when we consider domestic cats versus feral cats.

It is well understood that feral cats hunt to obtain sufficient food, and thus have much larger home ranges than 
domestic cats. Even in the steep country of the Orongorongo Valley, recorded ranges of feral cats averaged up to 
6.3 km for males and 3.8 km for females.

On the other hand, research has found that domestic cats generally range over smaller distances than feral cats. In 
part, the distance that cats roam is dependent on prey availability, which will differ between urban and rural areas. 

Studies that radio-tracked domestic cats found the distances they move from their homes ranged from a maximum 
of 276 m in urban environments to 1.2 km for cats at urban-fringe sites. 

This suggests that to be effective, cat-exclusion zones would need to be at least 1.2 km wide in urban-fringe 
habitats; and perhaps at least twice this distance in rural areas. 
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“But surely,” we might ask ourselves, “how much a domestic cat hunts will depend on how much they are fed 
at home?” Research has shown that this is not the case: the amount of food a cat is fed is unlikely to affect the 
likelihood of them hunting. So, we cannot assume that a well-fed, domestic cat is less likely to hunt. 

Information on exactly what a cat eats is not easy to find; cats are, after all, hunters by stealth and secretive in 
their movements. 

Again, we might think, “My cats bring home their prey, so surely we can pretty accurately document what domestic cats hunt?” 

A recent study from Wellington recorded what a single cat caught or brought into the house over a 17-year period. 
The study found that both native and introduced birds formed about one third of the prey, and that rodents formed a 
large part of the diet, including rodent kills not brought to the house. 

An American study of 55 free-roaming cats used cameras, and found that 44% of domestic cats hunted wildlife 
(reptiles, mammals and invertebrates), but only 23% of prey was taken back to the house; while 49% was left 
where it was caught, and just 28% was eaten. 

This suggests that we cannot rely on information based on prey that domestic cats bring back to the home. 

Any decision-making on banning or excluding cats needs to be based on well-founded behavioural studies. Research 
shows that domestic cat prey in New Zealand is broad. In some studies, cat diet was dominated by invertebrates and 
lizards with no birds or mammals recorded; whilst in others the prey was dominated by native and exotic birds. 

And while we’re considering the prey question: many argue that domestic cats play an important role in reducing 
rodent numbers, and thus contribute to a ‘predator-free New Zealand’!

What we might take from this, and what may appear as bias to some, is that the effects of domestic cats on New 
Zealand’s indigenous fauna does need some critical research. There is also a need for an educational programme 
to demonstrate what influence cats have on our wildlife. Neither of these will be easy to achieve; studying cats is 
difficult given the influence of place in their lives, and their often elusive behaviour. One thing that is clear is that 
community attitudes are often set in favour of the cat as a domestic pet. 

Even so, the question remains: are cat-exclusion zones effective, or would other management techniques achieve 
the same goal (i.e., reducing the predatory impact of cats on New Zealand’s indigenous wildlife)? 

A variety of methods are available for the management of feral and domestic cats. 

These range from lethal management of feral cats, to a mix of de-sexing, micro-chipping, night curfews and cat-free 
zones for domestic cats. 

A recent survey of community attitudes to cat management from Melbourne, Australia (where the role of cats in 
wildlife management is equally controversial) highlighted some interesting results. 

The level of agreement for lethal management of feral cats was high, as was agreement with traditional domestic 
cat regulations (de-sexing, micro-chipping and night curfews). There was also overwhelming support for cat-free 
zones in areas with high conservation value. 

So far, all well and good, but tensions emerged as the respondents were less certain and less convinced of the 
impacts of domestic cats on wildlife. 

Consequently, there was resistance to management methods, such as 24-hour cat curfews and lethal control of 
roaming stray cats. Perhaps this explains the controversy over Auckland Council’s announcement to put down any 
stray cats that have not been micro-chipped. 

So, do cats have a future in New Zealand? The short answer is yes, for the time being. 

But there are extended claws ahead, as Councils and decision makers take up the challenge to reduce the impact 
that cats have on our indigenous fauna. As with most things, the answer lies somewhere in the middle ground, with 
the merits of excluding cats in any specific location and situation being the important consideration. And, in some 
circumstances in some locations, the answer will be an emphatic yes – exclude cats! 

One factor yet to be fully considered is the changing role of technology. The technology behind pest eradication 
is moving fast. Our ecology and biodiversity teams – including the cat owners and cat lovers amongst them – are 
keeping abreast of new research findings regarding cats, and the success and failures of methods to manage cats. 
We’ll continue to advise our clients and to advocate for conservation outcomes as we work together to understand 
the future of cats in New Zealand.
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Is your project near fresh water? Here’s what you need to know 
Many of New Zealand’s plant and animal species are protected by various legislation, including the 
Resource Management Act 1991, Conservation Act 1987, Wildlife Act 1953, and Freshwater Fisheries 
Regulations 1983. What this means is that generally it’s illegal to destroy, harm, or kill many of New 
Zealand’s species and their habitat. This issue will focus on freshwater fishes and what you need to know 
when working in and near waterways. Following issues will tell you what you need to know about lizards, 
bats, and other indigenous fauna. 
Did you know that around 70% of New Zealand’s approximately 40 species of indigenous freshwater fish are 
Threatened or At Risk? So, we need to take care when working in and near waterways, to avoid or minimise the 
effects of activities (such as construction) on freshwater fishes and the habitats they live in.

Freshwater fishes are found in a wide array of waterbodies, from rivers and streams, to wetlands and farm drains, 
and urban stormwater and drainage networks. Many species are small, often well camouflaged and active mainly 
at night. So, people can be surprised at the number and diversity of fish species present in what might appear to be 
an otherwise benign looking waterbody.

While the protection of freshwater ecosystems is provided for by the Resource Management Act 1991, including 
protection of habitat for trout and salmon, unlike their terrestrial (land-based) counterparts, NZ’s indigenous 
freshwater fishes are not protected by the Wildlife Act.

However, what is less well understood is that there is legislation in the Freshwater Fisheries Regulations 1983 
(Section 70 (1)) that states:

1. No person shall in any water intentionally kill or destroy indigenous fish.

2. No person, having taken indigenous fish from any water, shall leave the fish upon the bank or shore of any 
stream or lake…

What this means, is it is not illegal to catch and kill indigenous fishes, such as whitebait and eels. But, if fish are 
present in a waterway you are going to be working in, you must avoid killing these.

Easy enough, right? Just find the fish and move them someplace safe.

Not really.

Capturing, identifying, and transporting the fishes is often not as easy as it sounds. Trained ecologists use a 
wide variety of trapping, netting and relocation procedures, including many methods which require specialised 
equipment, training and certification.
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“Moving fish” also involves getting approval and permits from several government agencies, and having good 
engagement with local iwi, as many of NZ’s indigenous fishes are of special importance to tangata whenua.

Boffa Miskell ecologists can quickly and efficiently assist you with this work, because our team already holds the 
various permits and approvals from the Ministry for Primary Industries, the Department of Conservation, and Fish & 
Game New Zealand required to capture and handle fish in both freshwater and marine environments.

Having these permissions in place gives our clients a head start. We can help with consultation and engagement 
too, through our well-established relationships with the relevant agencies and iwi around the country. We can also 
assist with further approvals that are sometimes required where fish are relocated to a new stream or catchment.

For more information about the permits and approvals you may require for fish salvage programmes, get in touch 
with one of our Ecologists in an office nearest to you.

Counting Archey’s Frogs in the Coromandel
Boffa Miskell ecologists have been working with our client OceanaGold to identify and protect native plants 
and animals at several proposed exploration sites in the Parakiwai Valley in Coromandel Forest Park. 
Work within Coromandel Forest Park is governed by an Access Arrangement between the Department of 
Conservation and OceanaGold that requires surveys for native plants, lizards, bats, invertebrates and frogs. The 
results of the surveys are used to inform whether the site can be used as a location for a drill site, campsite or 
pump site. 

Boffa Miskell ecologists have been carrying out ecological surveys within the Access Arrangement area since 
February 2017. 

The Coromandel Peninsula is one of two areas with naturally occurring Archey’s frog populations, the other being 
Whareorino Forest in King Country. Archey’s frogs are classified as ‘Nationally Vulnerable’ with between 5,000 – 
20,000 mature individuals and a decreasing population trend of 30-70%. 

Protecting Archey’s frogs within the Access Arrangement area is of critical importance to Boffa Miskell and 
OceanaGold. To achieve this, frog surveys are undertaken over a minimum of three nights in suitable conditions 
where all potential habitats within a 20 x 20 m survey area are searched by hand. Each frog observed is 
photographed, measured and its GPS location recorded. 

The primary protection measure for Archey’s frogs is a 6m (radius) buffer that is established around each frog 
where no vegetation clearance is permitted. The frog buffer was determined in consultation with DOC and 
University of Victoria specialists and is based on previous studies that found that Archey’s frogs typically don’t move 
far, averaging 4.1 cm/night but with a maximum recorded movement of 10.6 m. 
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If more than four Archey’s frogs are recorded within a site, the site will not be used.

Sites identified as safe to use are fenced after the survey is carried out to prevent frogs from moving back in, and 
vegetation clearance and ground layer habitat removal is carried out by hand as soon as possible.

Between February and May 2017, a total of 56 Archey’s frogs were recorded at 13 sites and an additional seven 
frogs were recorded on the tracks between sites.

Three sites were excluded from further use based on the number of frogs recorded. No frogs have been recorded 
during site clearance and no frogs had to be moved.

Meet the Boffa Miskell ecology team: Georgia Cummings 
Since joining Boffa Miskell five years ago, ecologist Georgia Cummings has surveyed and monitored flora 
and fauna in forest, coastal, wetland and agricultural systems, and worked on projects as diverse as wind 
farms, wetland restoration, residential subdivisions, large infrastructure projects and urban parks.
Based in our Auckland office, Georgia is a chiropterologist (studies bats). She’s had research papers published in 
the Journal of Mammalogy (2015) and the Journal of Zoology (2015) and is the recipient of a 2017 Boffa Miskell 
research grant to develop an artificial bat roost habitat.

We asked Georgia what she finds so intriguing about these little-known and often-misunderstood creatures.

“Bats are the only land mammals in New Zealand, so they’re pretty special in that context. Short-tailed bats, which 
I studied for my MSc, are particularly interesting as they are genetically unique, being the only species remaining 
globally in the Mystacinidae family. 

“They also provide important pollination services in our forest ecosystems and are one of two bat species in 
the world (the other being the vampire bat) that can walk on the ground. Call me a geek but I find these things 
interesting!

“New Zealand bats are very cryptic and many people aren’t actually aware that we have two species of bat here 
in New Zealand. Raising awareness of our bats and educating people about their unique ecology is a key step 
towards increasing people’s appreciation of these cool little creatures.

“It’s been great to be able to make our own disciplines more aware of bats, as well as inputting to our clients’ 
projects. Our landscape architects are particularly interested to understand how they might improve bat habitat and 
protect bats in both urban and rural areas where we have projects.”

Georgia says that wanting to work in the outdoors was one of the reasons she studied biology, and that getting 
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to do fieldwork in far-flung parts of the country is her favourite part of the job. But business travel for an ecologist 
rarely involves five-star accommodation.

“The most memorable moment would have to be surveying for Archey’s frogs in the Coromandel Ranges during a 
tropical cyclone. Specifically, the moment of getting back to our campsite on the helipad at about two in the morning 
to find my tent had turned into a paddling pool. It’s not the first time I’ve ended up sharing a tent with (fellow 
ecologist) Kat Muchna in less than ideal conditions!”

When she’s not working, writing research papers or working on her bat roost project, Georgia says you can find her 
surfing, tramping, playing basketball or “enjoying good New Zealand beer”


