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INTRODUCTION

This submission is made on behalf of Wildlife Rescue South Coast Incorporated
(WRSC). We have been operating on the NSW South Coast for over thirty-five
years, and in terms of membership, we are one of the largest wildlife rescue and
rehabilitation organisations in NSW.

We thank the Legislative Council for this opportunity to provide our concerns to this
inquiry. We understand that the terms of reference are to inquire into and report on
licences to harm native animals in New South Wales, and in particular:

a) the species and number of animals affected by licences to harm native
animals

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

c) the extent to which orphaned young are affected by licences to harm native
animals and how these impacts are tracked or mitigated

d) the adequacy of current assessment processes used when granting licences
to harm

e) the level of public transparency and accountability associated with licensing
decisions, including data availability and reasons for approval and rejection of
applications

f) the extent of NSW Government support for research, trials, and adoption of
alternative wildlife management strategies

g) the extent to which First Nations communities and Traditional Owners are
consulted prior to the issuing of licences to harm native wildlife, and how
cultural values and responsibilities are incorporated into decision-making, and

h) any other related matters.

It is our intention to comment on items a, b, c, d, e, and h.

We have no issue with the publishing of our submission under the conditions
stipulated in the fact sheets provided by the Legislative Council.

We note that terms of reference item (b) refers specifically to lethal control methods,
although the inquiry title relates to licences to harm native animals which infers a
broader scope. There are numerous types of licences to harm native animals issued
in NSW ' and our response will address the broader range of licences in addition to
those involving lethal control methods.



OVERVIEW

We believe the current inquiry should be seen in the context of 2021 State of the

Environment report " which stated that Australia has been responsible for more
mammal extinctions over the past two hundred years, than any other continent and
currently has one of the highest rates of species decline among developed nations.

It is a given that the government’s priority in situations of human/wildlife interactions
will always be the health and safety of people, but we have seen convincing
evidence that lethal control is not always humane, or even effective.

In light of the current environment, WRSC, as a licensed wildlife rescue and
rehabilitation charity has concerns in regard to the issuance of licences to harm
native animals including:

e Understanding where licences are being issued, so we can ensure the safety
of volunteers, and the logistics of rescuing or releasing animals in the vicinity.

« Without a safe and healthy natural environment in our areas of operation,
there are increased risks of increased numbers of wildlife coming into care,
and which limit our ability to release wildlife safely.

e As citizens with knowledge and experience working with wildlife, we consider
it crucial that all decision-making with regards to issuing these licences must
be based on accurate, up-to-date information, and scientific evidence.

« When harmful actions affect wildlife, its impacts on the environment can have
serious consequences for human health."

ITEM A: SPECIES AND NUMBER OF ANIMALS AFFECTED BY LICENCES
TO HARM NATIVE ANIMALS

Part 1: Lethal Control

The key issue here is the lack of transparency of the species and number of native
animals impacted under licences to harm. We address that later.

We understand that the “target” number of animals to be killed in NSW in 2023 was
over 657,000, the majority of which were native ducks and macropods. The
Australian total was over 1.2 million. It is difficult to find accurate information about

the actual number of animals killed (or otherwise harmed) under licence in NSW.'"

A key concern is the degree to which we can be confident that killing quotas take into
account other concurrent threats to wildlife such as climate change, loss of habitat,
and natural disasters.

It is unclear how many animals are killed, without being reported due to exemptions.

The main sources of information are public registers, including the register of
licences to harm protected animals, “harvest” kangaroos, and harm threatened
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species. The information available from these online resources is limited and does
not include the killing of native species that are not protected. For the government
and the people of NSW, there should be far greater transparency of the actual
numbers and species killed, to allow better accountability and decision-making.

Part 2: Other

As with licences which pertain to lethal control, information about the number and
species of animals involved with other licences to harm native animals is not readily
available. One exception is the licences for wildlife rescue and rehabilitation, where
the NSW Parks and Wildlife service hosts an online dashboard. This dashboard

provides very detailed information and is available to the public.”

ITEM B: THE WELFARE IMPACTS OF LETHAL CONTROL METHODS
PRESCRIBED UNDER LICENCES TO HARM NATIVE ANIMALS

We note that this item relates only to lethal control methods. It is our understanding
that the licence conditions prescribe animal welfare conditions. To some degree the
conditions include compliance with the NSW Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act
1979. Although that act prohibits “unnecessary” pain, it appears to leave it to the
discretion of the licence-holder (in this case) to determine what pain is “necessary”.

For macropod culls, licence-holders are required to comply with relevant national

Standards."" While this inquiry does not include a review of national standards, the
national Code of Practice has been widely criticised for its lack of animal welfare
considerations.

It is not enough to require a licence-holder to have a firearms licence. Kangaroo
shooters should be required to demonstrate their ability to differentiate between
macropod species, and the ability to shoot accurately, Surely this is a reasonable
requirement to avoid wounding animals, rather than killing them humanely.

ITEM C: THE EXTENT TO WHICH ORPHANED YOUNG ARE AFFECTED BY
LICENCES TO HARM NATIVE ANIMALS AND HOW THESE IMPACTS ARE
TRACKED OR MITIGATED

Part 1: Lethal Control

WRSC seldom receives orphaned young mammals following kangaroo culls,
although we have received some juvenile mammals and various species of birds
when the adult animals were killed under the general licence to harm native animals
by landowners, including land clearing. This includes (for example) Australian
magpie chicks when the parent birds were considered aggressive and were killed
under licence, juvenile wombats where the mothers were killed, juvenile possums
and gliders due to land clearing, flying-foxes after colonies have been disrupted and
(previously) when the shooting of flying-foxes was permitted under licence.
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Wildlife groups seldom (if ever) receive funding support from licence-holders in the
above circumstances, although we bear the costs and effort of raising orphaned
animals. In the case of mammals, this is often measured in months, and can cost
hundreds of dollars. Total costs of raising a joey can run into the thousands of dollars
over 18 to 24 months, especially if veterinary assistance is needed.

While we are aware of some of the questionable methods"" used to kill joeys (for
example in relation to kangaroo culls), we have no data, nor any first-hand
experience that warrants discussion here. It is worth noting that previous inquiries

into kangaroo culls elicited lukewarm support from the NSW Government."'"
Part 2: Other

Almost any licence to harm native mammals, including catch-and-release, can result
in young being orphaned. Most often, if the young are not found immediately, they
will be dehydrated and potentially malnourished, or die before being discovered.
Those that survive may be brought to wildlife groups with the same impact on the
individual animal and the wildlife rehabilitators as for lethal control licences above.

ITEM D: THE ADEQUACY OF CURRENT ASSESSMENT PROCESSES USED
WHEN GRANTING LICENCES TO HARM

WRSC is of the opinion that while all licences to harm native animals have
reasonable assessment criteria, most of these involve self-assessment and
reporting.

The lack of any sort of independent compliance assurance is one of the biggest
hurdles to transparency and professionalism yet to be addressed. Authorities rely on
the licence-holders themselves to not only be honest, but to have the capacity and
willingness to accurately keep records and report in a timely and thorough manner.

We are concerned that the government agencies who provide these licences are not
funded sufficiently to undertake sufficient (if any) meaningful compliance activity.
Until that changes, or an alternative method is found, there will continue to be a lack
of transparency, and as a result a lack of informed decision-making by the
regulators.

In some cases, it may be possible for third parties to provide some level of
independent compliance activity. For example, in the wildlife rehabilitation sector,
compliance officers of one group might be asked to undertake compliance activity for
another group. Alternatively, sector “peak bodies” or some other relevant third party
could provide compliance assessments of service providers as part of an ongoing
accreditation scheme.



ITEM E: THE LEVEL OF PUBLIC TRANSPARENCY AND ACCOUNTABILITY
ASSOCIATED WITH LICENSING DECISIONS, INCLUDING DATA AVAILABILITY
AND REASONS FOR APPROVAL AND REJECTION OF APPLICATIONS

As mentioned above, with very few exceptions there is a concerning lack of
transparency around the activities of licence-holders. It is near impossible for the
public to obtain accurate data, which means they are often not in a position to
provide meaningful feedback to regulators.

Over the past decade, WRSC has expressed concerns about the approval of new
licences to rescue and rehabilitate wildlife. Key amongst these concerns is that the
applications often seem to be based on internal rifts between members of existing
groups and political interference rather than identifying and addressing genuine
service delivery needs. This continued fragmentation of the sector has, in our view,
increased the level of redundancy, weakened collaboration and created additional
work for the regulator.

In terms of most licences to harm native animals, the lack of compliance activity,
availability of reliable data, and limited funding for the responsible agencies only
reduces our confidence that decisions to grant licences are evidence-based.

The online dashboard for wildlife rehabilitation is a model of what can and should be
done for other types of licences to harm wildlife to improve transparency and public
confidence in the sector.

It is our view that it is essential that action be taken to increase the level of
compliance activity for all licences to harm wildlife. Unless there is a reasonable
compliance effort, it will remain difficult for the public or the government to have
confidence that the various licence-holders are operating humanely, ethically and
effectively.

Hand-in-hand with compliance there needs to be far greater levels of public
transparency in terms of the activities of licence-holders, statistics regarding the
number and species affected, and the decision-making processes associated with
assessing licence applications.

Catch-and Release

NSW also grants licences for catch-and-release of native animals that have become
problematic, including birds, reptiles and possums. There is a thriving black-market
trade, especially for Australian reptiles. We are aware that due to the lack of
oversight and accountability, not all reptiles are released but are kept as pets and/or
traded illegally.™ Some animals that are relocated may be separated from their
dependant young, leading to the inevitable demise of the young due to starvation,
dehydration or predation.



ITEM E: ANY OTHER RELATED MATTERS
Part 1 - Native Mammal Keeping as a hobby

Every few years there is a renewed effort by hobbyists and traders from other states
to increase the number of native animals allowed to be kept as pets. This is in
addition to the many species of birds and reptiles allowed — some requiring a licence
and others not.

Proponents argue that it is better for the environment if people keep native animals
as pets rather than dogs or cats which can harm wildlife. The flaw in this logic is that
there is no research anywhere in the world that indicates that increasing the number
of native species as pets has resulted in any reduction in the number of traditional
pets. There are millions of domestic and feral cats in Australia and allowing native
mammals to be kept will not change that situation.

There are studies which indicate that exotic pets (including wildlife such as sugar
gliders which are sold as pets in the USA) are subject to a high incidence of

abandonment / dumping.* The results are not only devastating for the individual
animal but pose a risk to wild populations through the introduction of disease and/or
inappropriate species that might prey on, or compete with, local wildlife populations.
We strongly recommend that NSW should continue to resist calls to increase the
number of native species that can be kept as pets.

A group calling itself Native Mammal Keepers of NSW suggests NSW is “behind the
times” ™ because some other states have already allowed more extensive mammal
keeping. We have to point out that some of those states have very lax rules
regarding the welfare of animals, and there is no logic to the argument that we
should reduce protection of native mammals just because someone else is doing it.

The same protagonists say it is globally accepted that keeping pets has a positive
impact on human wellbeing. This is an argument about human welfare, not wildlife
welfare. In fact many Australian Mammal Species are largely nocturnal and make
terrible pets — leading to thousands being abandoned.

The argument that keeping wildlife as a reservoir against extinction is largely
misleading as some wildlife in captivity have been shown to lose their ability to
survive in the wild after only 10-25 generations. In NSW, numbers endangered
Southern Brown Bandicoots were officially maintained as an insurance against
extinction. In the initial translocation release in the Jervis Bay area, all died within
weeks. To address this, release criteria were improved, including significant
eradication of feral predators. Some died from Paralysis Ticks, as the insurance
population had lost their immunity. In short, the argument about keeping pets as an
insurance population is naive at best. Conservationists consider that most arguments
for keeping native mammals as pets are really about money (it's a lucrative trade)
and catering to human entertainment, at the expense of the welfare of the mammals
concerned.



In October 2018 the NSW Wildlife Council released a thorough repudiation of native
animal keepingx“, co-signed by multiple scientists and endorsed by organisations
including RSPCA NSW, Animal Welfare League, Nature Conservation Council,
Humane Society International and others - which can be provided to the Legislative
Council Inquiry if required.

Part 2 - Bat Colony Relocations

In recent years there has been an increasing occurrence of interactions between
people and flying foxes. The reasons are many and include loss of habitat, climate
change and the fact that Flying-fox species tend to favour the same environment
humans occupy. There have been many situations where there have been attempts
to move these camps — most of which have been extraordinarily costly, and have
ultimately failed.®' As WRSC has a large Flying-fox welfare team, we have seen acts
of cruelty against Flying-foxes, and flagrant breaches of the law, including the use of
banned methods, and the invalid appointment of experts. Some of these have taken
place during the mating and birthing season, with the blessing of local council and
(on one occasion) sanctioned by the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS).
There is little doubt that, despite quite specific and thorough regulations, Flying-foxes
continue to be harmed by efforts to relocate camps under licence (or permit) from
NPWS.

SUMMARY

There is no doubt that animal welfare legislation and regulations have improved over
the past decade. But logistical and financial constraints often mean that these
licensed activities take place with little or no oversight or compliance activity. There is
seldom sulfficient funding available to the government for wildlife welfare, and the
public at times seem to view conservation as a popularity contest whereby “iconic”
species are considered more important than keystone (but less “attractive”) species,
Decision-making is opaque and, due to insufficient reporting and oversight, may be
based on assumptions, albeit informed assumptions. While human health and safety
is a priority, there is ample room to improve and protect wildlife without compromising
human welfare.



End Notes

Licences to harm native animals include licences for: Wildlife rescue and rehabilitation, harm

kangaroos and wallabies, harm threatened species, harm birds (multiple), catch and release
possums, general site specific, general non site specific, general airport, catch and release
reptiles
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