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Sydney Wildlife Rescue Response to the Inquiry into: Licenses to Harm  
 
 
Sydney Wildlife Rescue (SWR) appreciates the opportunity to provide a submission to the NSW 
Inquiry into Licences to Harm. 
 

Background on Sydney Wildlife Rescue 
 
SWR was founded by volunteers in 2019, and continues as an all volunteer organisation. We 
currently have 377 members licensed to rescue and care for native animals. In addition, 17 
professional veterinarians volunteer their time to assess and treat animals brought into care. 
SWR is licensed through NPWS to rescue and care for native animals throughout the greater 
Sydney area, approximately from the Hawksbury in the north, Wollondilly in the south, and from 
the east coast to the foot of the Blue Mountains. 
 
SWR maintains a 24/7 rescue line to take calls from members of the public. There are 28 
dedicated volunteer rescue line operators who assist by answering calls; many members who 
are licensed carers also take time away from caring for their animals to cover shifts on the 
rescue line.  
 
SWR manages two sanctuaries for specialised rehabilitation; all operations done at SWR 
expense: 
 

 Kukundi, located in Lane Cove National Park, is one of the very few for flying fox 
rehabilitation in NSW. It includes a crèche for juvenile flying foxes where they can grow 
to adulthood after graduating from being in individual care as pups. The other part is a 
rehabilitation area where injured or sick adults can rest and regain strength after being in 
individual care during initial recovery.  

 
 Waratah Park, located in Duffys Forest (the land is owned by the  Metropolitan Local 

Aboriginal Council), contains a large fenced area for the rehabilitation of kangaroos and 
wallabies. There is also a large flight aviary to prepare rehabilitated raptors for release 
back into the wild. SWR recently spent over $50,000 to replace the worn out fox-proof 
fencing with new.   
 



Opened in 2019, SWR operates a Mobile Care Unit, staffed by volunteer veterinarians. The 
MCU, fitted out as an animal clinic, is open three days per week at various locations. Any 
licensed wildlife carer may bring an animal to the MCU for expert assessment, treatment and 
advice. Additionally, members of the pubic frequently drop off animals they have rescued; such 
rescued animals are assessed, and, when appropriate, taken into care by a SWR member.   
 
SWR receives no government support for operations for the cost of ongoing care of wildlife. 
Members’ own funds, combined with some organisational support made possible by money 
received from donors, covers all expenses for food, caging and equipment, petrol, along with 
organisational expenses such as the phone line, IT systems and support, etc. SWR has zero 
paid carers, rescuers, veterinarians, operators, administrators or board members.  
 
As a volunteer-run organisation whose members commit their time, personal funds, and 
considerable effort to rescuing, caring for, and, where possible, releasing native wildlife, we are 
concerned about both the number of Licences to Harm being issued and the circumstances in 
which they are granted. We are particularly concerned about the approval process, the apparent 
lack of rigour, the ease with which Licences can be obtained, and the limited transparency 
around decisions. We also note ongoing issues with enforcement and compliance. 
 
Licenses to Harm are most often granted to commercial entities. Native wildlife care is, almost 
without exception, provided by unpaid volunteers. And, although we are submitting this as a 
volunteer wildlife organisation, we would also point out that veterinarians who provide 
specialised care to wildlife are seldom paid for this work; indeed, their practice usually has to 
absorb the cost of treatment and staff time not spent on companion animals. When animals are 
displaced or injured (rather than killed outright, or left to suffer and die) under a License to Harm 
operation, there are several potential outcomes: 

1. SWR is called on an emergency basis; a volunteer is identified who attends and 
assesses the animal, then either takes it to a vet for treatment or takes it directly into 
care. 

2. The commercial operator may take an animal directly to the nearest vet; should this 
animal be viable, the vet will call SWR who will identify a volunteer to take the animal 
into care. 

It should be noted that, should an animal recover sufficiently for release, there is a significant 
issue of finding an appropriate release site since their home territory is no longer available. 
 
It is increasingly unreasonable to rely on volunteer wildlife organisations to, essentially, 
provide a free service to support the business of commercial enterprises. 
 
 
In the following, we will limit our response to addressing the criteria that is relevant to our work. 
 
a) the species and number of animals affected by Licences to Harm native animals. 
According to data compiled by Humane Society International Australia (HSI), in 2023 the NSW 
National Parks and Wildlife Service authorised the harming or killing of 657,203 native animals 
under Licences to Harm. This figure represents an extraordinary scale of lethal activity affecting 
species that are otherwise protected under NSW law. 
 
There is no publicly available data that breaks down how many of these Licences were issued 
within the Greater Sydney region, where SWR operates. However, even a cursory scan of the 
public Licence register shows numerous Licences issued across metropolitan Sydney. Many of 
these authorise the killing of large numbers of native animals, including species our volunteers 



and members of the public spend considerable time and resources rescuing, rehabilitating, and 
releasing. 
 
Many people would be shocked to learn that the very wallaby, possum, or native bird they 
reported, and sometimes even helped rescue and return to the wild may later be legally killed 
under a Licence to Harm. This disconnect between community expectations and government-
approved lethal control is profound and deeply concerning. 
 
To provide some context, over the past 12 month collection year, SWR volunteers responded to 
9,543 incidents involving native animals. 
  
Licensed carers in SWR rescued almost 5,000 native animals . Of these: 

 Released after care: 2.142 animals 
 Euthanised by a veterinarian:1,737 
 Died while in care: 758 

 
Further, SWR provided advice to a member of the public 1,465 times in response to a call to our 
rescue line when it was determined that the animal did not need to be rescued or brought into 
care 
 
Some of the species included in the above statistics are ringtail possum (1,540), rainbow 
lorikeet (847), brushtail possum (719), flying fox (447), eastern grey kangaroo (110), and swamp 
wallaby (93). In total, including the lorikeets, over 3,800 native birds were tracked, and/or 
rescued and/or cared for. SWR also has a few specialised carers for the koalas and wombats 
that are found on the outskirts of the greater Sydney area.   
 
Despite the immense effort of our volunteers alongside concerned and caring members of the 
public, the numbers make it very clear that the government authorised the killing of far more 
native animals in NSW and, by extension, the Sydney region than we were able to save. This 
imbalance underscores the scale of lethal outcomes occurring under the current licensing 
framework and highlights the urgent need for greater transparency, stronger welfare 
safeguards, and a shift toward non-lethal management. 
 
b) the welfare impacts of lethal control methods prescribed under Licences to Harm 
native animals, including consideration of whether current requirements adequately 
safeguard animal welfare and species identification  
 
SWR has significant on-ground experience responding to incidents arising from the use of lethal 
control authorised under NSW Licences to Harm. Based on our frontline work, we hold serious 
concerns that the current framework does not adequately safeguard animal welfare or ensure 
correct species identification. Instead, the system is characterised by ease of access, minimal 
training, poor oversight, and repeated welfare breaches, often requiring wildlife rescuers to 
intervene on an emergency basis after avoidable harm has already occurred. 
 
This is a direct consequence of an extremely low bar for approval. No training in species 
identification, wildlife behaviour, animal welfare, ethical decision-making or non-lethal 
alternatives is required. 
 
SWR frequently deals with animals that have:  

● been wounded rather than killed outright, requiring rescue, veterinary intervention, or 
euthanasia; 



● suffered prolonged pain from incorrect trapping methods, including non-target captures;  
● died from poisoning methods that cause extended distress, disorientation, and 

secondary harm to other wildlife. 
 

These incidents indicate that the lethal methods permitted under Licences do not reliably result 
in a humane death, particularly when carried out by poorly trained or untrained operators. 
We have responded to several cases where harm appears to have been deliberate or reckless, 
including particularly wildlife killed during habitat destruction, such as tree removal carried out 
without first checking for nests, gliders, or possums, despite Licence conditions requiring these 
checks..These cases demonstrate that the presence of a Licence does not ensure lawful or 
humane conduct. 
 
In our experience, we find that lethal control is often approved as a first resort, with little or no 
evidence that the applicant:  

 attempted non-lethal mitigation; 
● sought specialist advice; and/ or 
● understood the ecological role of the species. 

 
Without mandatory information requirements, site inspections, or independent assessment, the 
licensing system currently facilitates convenience-based killing rather than responsible 
management or more humane approaches. 
 
SWR is unable to identify any proactive compliance activity for most instances of animal harm 
we encounter where Licences exist. There is no systematic: 

● follow-up to confirm species killed; 
● verification that methods used were humane; 
● enforcement of mandatory conditions such as nest checks, reporting, or disposal of 

carcasses. 
This absence of oversight creates an environment where welfare breaches are common. 
 
Based on extensive operational experience, SWR submits that the current requirements do not 
adequately safeguard animal welfare or ensure correct species identification. The combination 
of: 

● minimal eligibility criteria; 
● no mandatory training; 
● reliance on lethal methods; 
● insufficient welfare guidance; and 
● limited monitoring and enforcement. 

This creates a system that routinely results in the suffering of native wildlife and preventable 
harm to protected species. 
 
SWR strongly recommends that the NSW Government introduce  

 mandatory training; 
 species identification competencies;  
 non-lethal requirements; and  
 meaningful compliance mechanisms to ensure native wildlife are protected and that 

lethal control is used only as an absolute last resort. 
 
c) the extent to which orphaned young are affected by Licences to Harm native animals 
and how these impacts are tracked or mitigated 



 
As noted in our previous response, the current licensing framework does not adequately 
safeguard animal welfare. This failure is particularly evident in its impact on dependent young. 
 
SWR routinely responds to orphaned chicks, fledglings, nestlings and possum joeys whose 
nests or hollows have been destroyed during licensed activities such as tree removal, building 
works, or other disturbance. We also care for eggs removed from destroyed nests, which must 
be incubated and hand-raised by volunteers. Each year, we receive significant numbers of 
orphaned birds and other young wildlife as a direct result of habitat disturbance or lethal control 
associated with Licences where conditions have not been followed. 
 
At present, there is no mechanism within the licensing system to identify, record, or track 
orphaned young, nor any requirement for Licence holders to report the presence of dependent 
offspring or demonstrate how impacts have been mitigated. The fate of these young animals is 
effectively invisible within the regulatory framework, leaving wildlife rescuers to shoulder the 
consequences in those instances where the young actually survive. 
 
The Government must urgently introduce requirements for Licence holders to monitor, 
document, and report any impacts on nests, eggs, and dependent young, and ensure this 
information is transparent and publicly available. Without mandatory reporting and public 
accountability, the true scale of harm to orphaned young cannot be understood or addressed. 
 
d) the adequacy of current assessment processes used when granting licences to harm 
 
From our perspective, the current assessment process for granting Licences to Harm appears 
extremely permissive and lacks meaningful scrutiny. To our knowledge, and as reflected in 
publicly available data, the vast majority of Licences issued authorise lethal control, yet 
applicants are not required to demonstrate that they have attempted non-lethal mitigation, 
sought expert advice, or explored practical alternatives. 
 
There is also no requirement to consult with wildlife rescue organisations, despite our direct 
knowledge of local species, nesting periods, and feasible non-lethal options. In practice, 
Licences can be obtained with minimal information, no site inspection, and no assessment of 
potential welfare impacts on dependent young or non-target species. 
 
In our view, the current assessment process is not adequate and neither ensures that lethal 
control is genuinely necessary nor that animal welfare risks have been properly considered. 
 
e) the level of public transparency and accountability associated with licensing 
decisions, including data availability and reasons for approval and rejection of 
applications. 
 
Public transparency around Licences to Harm is completely inadequate. Although a public 
register exists, it is routinely months out of date. For example, Licences issued in January often 
do not appear on the register until August. This delay makes it impossible for the public, wildlife 
rescue organisations, or local communities to understand what lethal activities are occurring in 
real time, or to identify emerging welfare risks. 
 
There is also no real-time reporting of animals killed, no requirement to publish reasons for 
approval or rejection, and no accessible data on impacts to dependent young or non-target 



species. As a result, the community cannot meaningfully scrutinise licensing decisions, assess 
whether conditions are being followed, or understand the scale of harm being authorised. 
 
This lack of timely information and accountability undermines public trust. SWR strongly 
recommends real-time publication of issued licences, real-time reporting of animals harmed, 
and transparent disclosure of decision-making criteria to ensure proper oversight of this system. 
 
f) the extent of NSW Government support for research, trials, and adoption of alternative 
wildlife management strategies 
 
From our perspective, there appears to be very limited NSW Government support for research 
or trials of non-lethal, and more humane humane alternatives for managing native wildlife 
conflicts, despite the scale at which Licences to Harm are issued each year. 
 
While some government programs fund research into feral animal control, these initiatives do 
not extend to native species commonly affected by Licences to Harm. We are not aware of any 
state-supported research into: 

● non-lethal deterrence strategies for native wildlife; 
● habitat-based mitigation or coexistence planning; 
● best-practice relocation or exclusion techniques; 
● improving community-based conflict management; or 
● monitoring or evaluating the welfare outcomes of non-lethal approaches. 

 
In practice, the licensing system remains heavily weighted toward lethal control, with no clear 
investment in developing or trialing humane alternatives. There is no dedicated program to 
support landholders, councils, or businesses to implement non-lethal options before seeking a 
Licence, nor any structured partnership with wildlife rescue organisations to develop practical 
coexistence strategies. This lack of investment means that decision-makers have few evidence-
based alternatives to consider when assessing applications, contributing to an over-reliance on 
lethal methods.  
 
SWR strongly recommends that the NSW Government fund targeted research, community 
trials, and applied projects aimed at developing and validating effective, scalable, non-lethal 
alternatives, and ensure these options are embedded into licence assessment and compliance 
processes. 
 
 

Recommendations 
 
Based on our operational experience and the issues outlined above, Sydney Wildlife Rescue 
recommends the following reforms to ensure that native wildlife is genuinely protected within the 
Licence to Harm framework by implementing the following: 
 
Strengthen Eligibility and Training Requirements 

● Introduce mandatory training for all Licence applicants in species identification, animal 
welfare, humane killing methods, and non-lethal management options. 

● Require demonstrated competency before any lethal control of native wildlife is 
authorised. 



● Require specialist assessment and training for any method involving firearms, trapping, 
use of poison, and/or habitat disturbance. 
 

Require Non-Lethal Options to Be Exhausted First 
● Make it mandatory for applicants to demonstrate attempted non-lethal mitigation before 

a Licence to Harm is considered. 
● Develop government-supported non-lethal guidelines and decision framework for 

managing native wildlife conflict. 
● Require Licence assessors to give priority to coexistence strategies and habitat-based 

solutions. 
 
Improve Licence Assessment and Decision-Making 

● Require applicants to provide detailed justification, including evidence of impacts, expert 
advice sought, and potential welfare risks. 

● Conduct site inspections for applications involving repeated or large-scale killing. 
 

Protect Dependent Young and Prevent Orphaning 
● Mandate nest, hollow, and den checks prior to any approved lethal activity or habitat 

disturbance. 
● Require reporting on all dependent young, including eggs, chicks, fledglings and joeys, 

and detail how impacts were avoided or mitigated. 
● Prohibit lethal activity during known breeding seasons unless strict welfare safeguards 

are met. 
 

Introduce Real-Time Transparency and Reporting 
● Address current delays of up to six months in updating the public register by requiring 

the real-time publication of all Licences granted, including species authorised to harm, 
numbers permitted, and any Licence conditions. 

● Require real-time reporting of animals harmed, including non-target wildlife species and 
all dependent young. 

● Publish clear reasons for approval or rejection of applications. 
 

Strengthen Monitoring, Compliance, and Enforcement 
● Conduct regular audits of Licence holders, including random inspections and post-action 

review. 
● Enforce penalties for misuse of Licences, including but not limited to, incorrect species 

identification, cruelty, or breach of Licence conditions. 
● Require photographic or other documented evidence of compliance with welfare 

conditions. 
 

Expand Investment in Non-Lethal Alternatives 
● Invest in research, trials, and community-based programs focused on non-lethal 

management techniques, including deterrence, habitat modification, exclusion devices, 
and conflict-prevention design. 

● Partner with wildlife rescue organisations, councils, universities, and community groups 
to develop and trial humane coexistence strategies. 

● Embed non-lethal research outcomes into NPWS licensing guidelines and assessor 
training. 
 



Improve Data Quality and Public Accountability 
● Require detailed species-level and location-based reporting on all animals harmed under 

Licence. 
● Track and publish data on orphaned young and non-target affected wildlife species. 
● Create a central, transparent, and accessible database that integrates applications, 

approvals, conditions, and outcomes. 
 
 
Submitted 18 December 2025 on behalf of Sydney Wildlife Rescue 
Meg McDonald 

Board Secretary 
Sydney Wildlife Rescue 
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