
DOMESTIC CATS AND DOGS - A DANGER
TO THE AUSTRATIAN FAUNA

(by M. Archer', W.A. Museum)

It is a sad but well-known fact (Rolls. 1969)
that introduced animals in Australia have caused
extensive damage to ecological diversity and
habltats. Most of this awareness has focussed on
the damage caused by eutherian herbivores such
as rabbits, water bufialo and sheep. These animals
are responsible for habitat destruction (e.g.
Stocker, 1971) and compete with native herbivores
for food. Less attention has been given to the
effects of the introduced eutherian carnivores.
Marshall (1966) suggested that the "astonishing

prevalence" of feral cats was the probable reason
for the few small mammals sighted during a trip
into north-west Australia in 1965. Other authors
have mentioned the havoc oreated by the intro-
duction of the cat (Ride, 1970). But there is an
additional aspect to the problem of introduced
eutherian carnivores, which has escaped notice,
perhaps because we are too close to the problem.

Natural predator-prey cycles are maintained by
the fact that when prey becomes scarce the
predator's numbers are reduced. The basic factors
that theoretically control the numbers of a prey
species at any one time incll lde the availabil ity of
food, shelter and other essentials; the reproductive
rate of the prey; and the amount of predaiion by
carnivores. The Fopulation size of prey species
may cycle in response to seasonal availabil ity of
food or achieve a homeostatic balance determined
by the resources available and the amount of pre-
dation. This means that under natural conditions.
a predator's population size is determined directly
by the size of the prey's population and indirectly
by the amount of food, shelter and other essentials
available to the prey species. Take for example a
feral populatioD of eutherian cats. During a good
season small vertebrates and birds would be abun-
dant and the cat population size would not be
controled by a lack of food. Accordingly, more of
its young survive to eat more prey. As the good

season ends, the prey species decline in availabil ity
and if the cats' numbers are too high, some will
die of starvation. An equil ibrium will be reached
so that there are only as many cats during the
poor season as can be maintained by the available
prey. This means that from the prey's point of
view, cat predation does not intensily in the poor
seasons and there is no real danger that the prey's
numbers wiU fau low enough to dsk extinction.
This balance wil l persist unti l the next good
season. This is theoretically how a natural
predator-prey cycle works.

Man, and his domestica,ted carnivores, violate
this system. Domestic dogs and cats forage near
and lar from home. obeying instincts to kiu, with-
out in fact depending for an existence on the
animals they kiU. They return home for a meal
which may be minced whale from a tin. They
are not dependent on the immediate bush environ-
ment in which they move. Consequently they are
not controlled by its l imitations. If a prey species'
tr,rpulation size is low during a poor season, i i  may
not be able to sustain the artincially high preda-
tion pressure brought about by too many well-fed
domestic cats and dogs. That this does happen
is testif,ed by the following observation by Rolls
(1969), referring to a domestic cat and feral mice:
"At the beginning of one mouse plague she (the
cat) snatched all of fourteen mice that ran from
beneath a sheet of couugated iron on bare grounct.

Kimberley Planigale. An adult individual caught by the
Western Australian Museum team in the Ot,d River area
in Janualy, 19?2. The flrst individual known to science
since the species was descdbed, in 1913, was kil led by a
domestic cat in 1949 at the Kimberley Research Station.

The mice followed each other down her throat
head to tail. Then she walked off into the grass,
vomited them all up, made sure they were dead,
and came back to catch more." Similarly, many
small dasyurid (native marsupials) specimens
brought into the Western Australian Museum
arrive with information such as "brought ln by
cat". These are often found as dead animals
left uneaten in the kitchen or on the back
porch. Certainly it is true that feral cats, foxes,
dogs, stoats, etc., wreak considerable damage
on the native launa through competit ion with
native carnivores and perhaps direct predation.
But it is clear that domestic animals can be a
danger. This is particularly important because
domestic cats and dogs suuound most woodlands
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