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Professor John Woinarski1, Andrew Burbidge1, Peter Harrison1 
1North Australian Hub, National Environmental Research Program  

About 10% (29 species) of the Australian mammal fauna has become extinct over the last 200 years, 
with the rate of decline and extinction continuing almost unchanged over this period. This extent of 

extinction is appreciably greater than officially acknowledged, than generally recognised by the 

Australian community, and than for any other continent over this period. Currently, the most 
substantial declines are occurring in northern Australia, notwithstanding the absence there of many 

threats associated with most global extinctions. Islands have provided an invaluable refuge for many 
species that have been extirpated from their mainland range, but conversely have also been death-

traps once their isolation has been breached by threatening factors. The factor most responsible for 

decline has been predation by feral cats and foxes. In this respect, Australia has exhibited an island 
response of susceptibility of biodiversity to novel threats. Unless effectively addressed, the 

momentum of decline indicates that many more mammal species will be lost, and this most 

distinctive part of our natural environment will be reduced to a token residue of the most hardy and 
most loved. The elements required to respond include (i) a community appreciation of the magnitude 

of current and projected loss, and a re-setting of our national moral framework; (ii) securing the 
most threatened species in intensively-managed or secure sites; (iii) the development and sustained 

implementation of effective broad-scale eradication of feral predators; and (iv) enhanced 

management of other threats (notably including fire). 

Professor John Woinarski is employed part-time with the Northern Australian Hub of the National Environmental 
Research Program at Charles Darwin University, and part-time for the Outback Australia Program of the Pew 
Charitable Trusts. He has diverse interests, but most relate to the conservation of Australian biodiversity. He has 
spent most of his working life in remote Australia, particularly in northern Australia. He has authored over 200 
scientific papers, books and book chapters, and was awarded the Eureka Prize for biodiversity research.  
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EXPERIMENTAL EVIDENCE FOR THE ROLE OF FERAL CATS IN NORTHERN MAMMAL 
DECLINES 

Dr Katherine Tuft1, Dr Sarah Legge1, Dr Anke Frank2, Professor Chris Johnson2, Dr Alaric Fisher6, Dr 

Joanne Potts1, Dr John Woinarski3, Dr Michael Lawes3, Dr Ian Radford4, Dr Iain Gordon5 

1Australian Wildlife Conservancy, 2The University of Tasmania, 3Charles Darwin University, 
4Department of Parks and Wildlife, WA, 5CSIRO, 6 Department of Land and Resource Management, 

NT  

Small mammal species are declining across northern Australia. Predation by feral cats is one 

hypothesised cause. We conducted experimental translocations to measure the effect of predation 

by cats on two species of native small mammal. We established two 12.5 ha enclosures at Wongalara 
Sanctuary (NT). Each enclosure was divided in half, with cats allowed access to one half but not the 

other. In the first experiment, we introduced about 20 Long-haired Rats, Rattus villosissimus, into 

each of the four compartments. The rodents were sourced from a cat-free island, and bred up in 
captivity to reach the required release numbers. Mark-recapture analysis and radio-tracking showed 

that rat populations persisted in the predator-proof treatments, but declined to extinction in the two 
predator-accessible treatments. Feral cat incursions, revealed by camera surveillance, and 

track/scat searches, corresponded to rat mortality events. In the second experiment, we 

reintroduced Pale Field Rats, Rattus tunneyi, in a wild-to-wild translocation, using a source 
population from Mornington Sanctuary (Kimberley) that is exposed to feral cats. The translocation 

was accompanied by cat control at the release site. However, the result was similar: Pale Field Rat 

populations in the rat-accessible plots declined rapidly, with mortality events coinciding with cat 
incursions. This study provides direct evidence that cats are capable of extirpating small mammals; 

it supports the hypothesis that predation by feral cats is contributing to the northern mammal 
declines; finally, it suggests that the recovery of native small mammals in northern Australia requires 

intensive control of cat populations, including large cat-free enclosures. 

Dr Katherine Tuft is a Senior Wildlife Ecologist with the Australian Wildlife Conservancy, based at Mornington 
Sanctuary in the Kimberley.  


