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Introduction

Sentient commends the Animal Welfare Committee of the NSW Legislative Council for inquiring
into and reporting on licences to harm native animals in New South Wales

Sentient is an independent Australian veterinary association dedicated to animal welfare advocacy
based on the ethical implications of animal sentience and the findings of animal welfare science.
Our members are represented in academia, private practice (companion, equine and large
animals), non-government, government and industry settings, with expertise in many fields
including animal welfare, animal behaviour, clinical medicine, zoo and wildlife medicine,
epidemiology and the use of animals in teaching and research. A number are qualified specialists
in particular disciplines or have extensive experience within industries such as live export, horse
racing and greyhound racing. Sentient has presented at international and national conferences,
published papers, contributed numerous submissions to state and federal government inquiries,
and provided evidence at parliamentary public hearings. We also host final year veterinary science
students for Public, Industry and Community placements in animal welfare advocacy. Sentient is
registered with the Australian Charities and Not-for-profits Commission.

Response to terms of reference
Our commentary addresses the following terms of reference:
a) The species and number of animals affected by licences to harm native animals

Our viewing of the NSW Government Environment and Heritage website on Licences to harm
native animals® raised immediate concerns due to the lack of data about the species and number
of animals affected by these licences. Sentient holds grave concerns about the ethics of private
landholders being permitted to kill native animals due to purported harm to their properties,
especially when there is no public record of how many animals or which species are affected
annually. Given the apparent lack of oversight of such killing, it would be easy for landholders to
adopt killing as the first option for management rather than investing in non-lethal solutions. Of
even greater concern, what is to stop landholders applying for licences to engage in recreational
killing when the animals are not causing any damage, or only minimal damage that could easily be

1 https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/licences-and-permits/wildlife-licences/licences-to-control-or-harm/licence-
to-harm-native-animals, viewed 14 December 2025
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managed by humane methods? Native animals are a precious part of our ecology, and they
deserve the same legal protection from harm as do domestic animals, along with protection of
their habitats. Sentient does not condone the concept of a ‘licence to kill” without a valid reason
(such as humane euthanasia).

Given the NSW Government’s failure to share, and presumably, collect data on the extent of
native animal killing by private landholders, the Licence to Kill? report by the Humane Society
International (HSI) Australia provides vital information on the potential scale of this killing. The
number of native animals private landholders in NSW were licenced to kill in 2023 was 657,203,
including: “186,179 macropods (including eastern grey kangaroos, western grey kangaroos, red
kangaroos, red—necked wallabies, swamp wallabies, whiptail wallabies, common wallaroos),
41,343 native birds (including little corellas, sulphur—crested cockatoos, galahs, noisy miners,
welcome swallows, long—billed corellas), 189 bare—nosed wombats and 10 brushtail possums.”

The public register in NSW does not include the actual number of animals (or their species) who
were reported to have been killed by the licence holder and in any case, relying on licence holders
who may or may not submit their returns or who may minimise the number killed, cannot provide
an accurate record. Most jurisdictions in Australia fail to report the number killed and hence, the
HSI Australia report concludes: “The total number of native animals that private landholders have
killed around Australia is not known and could be much higher”, although the report
acknowledges that the New South Wales Government advised: “the numbers for New South
Wales are assumed worst case numbers and that the number of animals killed is likely
substantially lower because returns show that licence holders do not kill the maximum number of
animals that they were allowed to kill under the licence.”

On the matter of numbers killed, we further suggest it is possible that some landholders with
firearms licences, but without the required Licence to harm native animals, may also be killing
these animals on their properties without detection. In summary, our conclusion is that there is no
accurate way of knowing how many native animals are killed by private landholders, so giving
animals the benefit of the doubt, the numbers could be far higher than what is reported.

Regardless of how many native animals are killed, the suffering of each individual animal matters.
Sentient strongly opposes the weakening of laws that automatically protect most native animals
from harm, killing or disturbance (the Biodiversity Conservation Act 2016 in NSW) by granting a
‘biodiversity conservation licence’ to private landholders. The term ‘biodiversity conservation
licence’ is a complete misnomer. These licenses are licences to kill. The power of the Biodiversity
Conservation Act 2016° to protect native animals from harm has been disqualified as follows:

“The Environment Agency Head may grant a licence (a biodiversity conservation licence) to a person that authorises
the doing of an act that would otherwise constitute an offence under Division 1 or under any other provision of this
Act.”

2 https://hsi.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Web-Single HSI-Australia Licence-to-Kill-Report.pdf
3 https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-2016-063#sec.2.18
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Recommendation

Sentient urges the government to amend the Biodiversity Conservation Act 2016 by removing the
option for private landholders to kill wildlife through being granted a ‘biodiversity conservation
licence,’ or an equivalent licence under any other name. Landholders who believe their private
interests are being threatened by wildlife should be supported to use a range of non-lethal
strategies to address these issues, with lethal methods used as a last resort. On ethical grounds,
we believe it is unacceptable for private landholders to be given authority to kill native animals on
their property who would otherwise be protected from harm by legislation, without a vaild
reason. such as animals negatively affected by natural disasters (such as bushfires) and/or injury.

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

The approved methods for private landholders in NSW to kill native wildlife on their properties
include shooting (with a rifle or shotgun), 1080 poisoning to kill dingoes and the use of soft leg
traps for catching animals. All of these methods cause pain and suffering and yet, even the state
animal welfare legislation, the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act 1979, cannot protect them
from this. As stated in Part 1 Preliminary (4: Definitions) of the Act,* an act of cruelty involving
killing, wounding or inflicting pain must be “unreasonable, unnecessary or unjustifiable”, an
unlikely finding where private landholders have a licence to shoot, trap or catch native animals on
their properties:

For the purposes of this Act, a reference to an act of cruelty committed upon an animal includes a reference to any act
or omission as a consequence of which the animal is unreasonably, unnecessarily or unjustifiably—

(a) beaten, kicked, killed, wounded, pinioned, mutilated, maimed, abused, tormented, tortured, terrified or infuriated,
(b) over-loaded, over-worked, over-driven, over-ridden or over-used,

(c) exposed to excessive heat or excessive cold, or

(d) inflicted with pain.

Sentient has concerns about the following welfare impacts on native animals:

Shooting

Shooting can lead to prolonged pain and suffering due to animals being shot but not killed
instantly. Even experienced shooters trained in shooting accuracy can fire shots that leave animals
maimed but conscious. This is why codes of conduct for recreational shooters exist, requiring them
to confirm death and also to follow up wounded animals and humanely kill them, although these
codes are too often breached. In NSW there is no shooter competency testing, and the use of
professional shooters is merely encouraged. Furthermore, there is no requirement for shooters to
undergo species identification training, which increases the risk of non-target species being shot.

4 https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-1979-200#sec.4
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1080 poisoning

1080 poison (sodium fluoroacetate), a lethal pesticide used to kill ‘feral’ animals, is also used to
kill dingoes in NSW. Despite being native, dingoes are excluded from the list of protected
mammals and are offered no protection. 1080 poison works by disrupting cell respiration, leading
to failures in the central nervous, cardiovascular and respiratory systems, causing prolonged
suffering, which is why the RSPCA opposes its use”. Despite being phased out in other countries
due to the high risk of killing non-target animals, including domestic dogs®, 1080 is still widely used
in Australia with horrifying effects on poisoned animals. 1080 is acknowledged to be an inhumane
poison due to the severe suffering it causes poisoned animals, including convulsions while still
conscious, vomiting, muscle spasms and signs of anxiety and pain such as whimpering.’

Trapping

Soft leg-traps, which are rubber padded rather than using steel jaws, subject trapped animals to
terror, pain, risk of physical injury when trying to escape, exposure to the elements, dehydration,
starvation and the risk of being attacked by predators. The RSPCA opposes leg-hold traps because
typically, they are not checked daily, leading to prolonged suffering for animals before being
killed.® A study on their use to trap feral cats® found swelling and bruising on the legs of all
captured cats, who survived until recapture using trained dogs 2 to 8 weeks later, at which time
58% had visible scarring on their legs. Dingoes who had been unintentionally caught in these traps
were released with similar injuries. Some of our committee members have personally witnessed
the horrifying impact of leg traps on the ‘front line’, where they have approached animals who
looked to be dead but were still alive, having been effectively tortured for two or three days.
These traps are barbaric and unnecessary. As with shooting and poisoning, leg hold traps are non-
target specific.

Recommendations

Private landholders should not be granted licences to shoot, poison or trap native animals.
Instead, they should be supported to adopt non-lethal options in the first instance to protect their
interests. Where shooting may be required, such as where there is a genuine risk to human safety
or existing animal suffering, this should only be performed by trained shooters who have proved
their competency in precision and in species identification and in controlled environment at close
range to ensure a humane euthanasia.

5 https://kb.rspca.org.au/categories/wild-animals/introduced-species/control-methods/what-is-the-rspcas-view-on-
using-1080-for-pest-animal-control

5 https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/oct/08/we-feel-like-we-let-doble-down-the-unseen-dangers-of-
1080-wild-dog-baits

7 Sherley M. Is sodium fluoroacetate (1080) a humane poison? Animal Welfare. 2007;16(4):449-458.
doi:10.1017/5096272860002738X

8 https://kb.rspca.org.au/categories/wild-animals/introduced-species/control-methods/what-is-the-rspcas-view-on-
the-trapping-of-wild-dogs

® McGregor et al 2016 Live-capture of feral cats using tracking dogs and darting, with comparisons to leg-
hold trapping. Wildlife Research 43, 313-322.
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1080 should be banned in NSW for the welfare of ‘pest species’, dingoes and other native animals
and also domestic animals. Recent evidence has found that non-target species interact with baits
more often and sooner than do target species, even when baits are buried according to best
practice principles,® confirming long-held concerns about the impact on other species. The
authors advocate the adoption of non-lethal methods to safeguard livestock from predators such a
as dingoes, citing predator-proof fencing and guardian animals to reduce livestock losses. They
also highlight the benefits of dingoes warding off or competing with herbivores such as kangaroos,
which benefits graziers, and highlight the biodiversity crisis and the importance of protecting
native species such as dingoes from moving towards extinction.!

Leg-hold traps should be banned under animal welfare legislation and should not be allowed as a
method of managing native animals by private landholders because they are unlikely to be
checked daily, cause extreme distress and expose trapped animals to pain, risk of physical injury,
the elements, dehydration and starvation, and predation.

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

Given the data that in 2023, private landholders in NSW were licenced to kill 657,203 native
animals, assuming that half of these animals were female, and depending on the species and time
of year, potentially hundreds of thousands of orphaned young would have been left to die from
starvation, exposure to the elements, or predation. As stated in the HSI Australia’s ‘Licence to Kill’
report: “All lethal methods disrupt family and social bonds and may result in orphaned young.”
This is both an animal welfare and conservation issue.

Recommendation

Sentient opposes the shooting of native animals by private landholders. We recommend that in
rare instances where this is required, that it be performed only after non-lethal methods have
been sufficiently trialled using support from the appropriate government department, with on-site
inspections. In the rare cases where native animals are shot, this should only be done by
professional/competent shooters who have passed shooter proficiency and species identification
testing, which is crucial for the shooting of all species and particularly birds. Furthermore, such
shooting should be prohibited during the period when the target species is known to breed and be
caring for dependent young. This must be specified for all native species. A government provided
booklet/guide would be beneficial and could be provided electronically at the time of gun licence
renewal.

10 Mason RT, Rendall AR, Sinclair RD, Ritchie EG. (2025) Assessing target and non-target species interactions with
buried non-toxic meat baits across fire mosaics. Wildlife Research 52, WR24117. https://doi.org/10.1071/WR24117

11 https://theconversation.com/1080-baits-are-used-to-kill-foxes-cats-and-dingoes-but-other-animals-can-be-more-
likely-to-eat-them-246415
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d) the adequacy of current assessment processes used when granting licences to harm

The current assessment processes used in NSW to grant licences to harm are inadequate because
licences are granted on the basis of information the applicant provides on a form.? There is no
requirement for landholders to provide proof of the damage or other issues caused by wildlife,
such as by a mandatory inspection of the property to verify the landholder’s concerns, which
makes it very easy to obtain a licence to harm to address minor issues that could have been
managed in non-lethal ways.

Private landholders must: “List the native animals presenting a threat to safety, property damage
or economic hardship and estimate the total number present and the number requested to be
harmed to reduce the impact” as well as specifying the proposed method of harm, providing
firearms licence number and expiry date, firearms category and details of any previous Licence to
harm. Applicants are screened by this questionnaire for any investigation or conviction of an
offence in the last 10 years in relation to any law concerning the protection, conservation or
management of native species or ecological communities and whether they have had a
biodiversity conservation licence or similar permit cancelled or suspended. We note that they are
not screened for any firearms, prohibited weapons or cruelty to animals offences. They are then
asked to estimate the percentage of their property affected, to use a tick box system to describe
the impacts the protected native animals have had to property and/or safety (for example: hazard
to aircraft or vehicles; competition for pasture and/or water points; aggressive animal threatening
human safety; damage to property, e.g., fence or infrastructure; disease or human health
management; causing erosion; damage to crops; other) and to describe the non-lethal methods
they have tried to control the protected native animals on their property, the length of time this
was tried and reasons why this method is no longer a satisfactory control.

Recommendation

Sentient proposes the abolition of Biodiversity conservation licences or any similar licence that
allows private landholders to harm native animals on their property. This system has been
responsible for widespread and unnecessary killing. Instead, we propose the Department of
Environment and Heritage provides hands on assistance to landholders to use non-lethal, long-
term solutions'3 to manage any issues with native animals on their land, beginning with an on-site
inspection of the property and support to adopt the most appropriate strategies, which may
include: visual, auditory or olfactory deterrents; wildlife-friendly enclosures; or husbandry
practices such as the use of guardian animals and removing elements that attract native animals.

12 https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/licences-and-permits/wildlife-licences/licences-to-control-or-harm/licence-
to-harm-native-animals

13 https://hsi.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Web-Single HSI-Australia_Licence-to-Kill-Report.pdf
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e) the level of public transparency and accountability associated with licensing decisions,
including data availability and reasons for approval and rejection of applications

The NSW Government Environment and Heritage website provides a public register of Biodiversity
conservation licences to harm native animals that were granted by the National Park and Wildlife
Service'# but the information provided is limited to licensing decision, start date and expiry date of
the licence. We were unable to find any publicly accessible information about reasons for approval
or rejection of applications. This is consistent with the general lack of transparency surrounding
the Biodiversity Conservation Licence, confirming our concerns that these licences are easily
granted and that too many private landholders are favouring lethal options that will most likely
need to be repeated rather than investing in long term, non-lethal solutions.

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

Sentient is unaware of current support by the NSW Government for research, trials or the
adoption of alternative wildlife management strategies.

Conclusions

As an independent veterinary association dedicated solely to the promotion of animal welfare and
the ethical treatment of animals, we cannot condone the NSW Government’s issuing of licences to
private landholders to harm native animals. Despite the Government’s lack of transparency about
the mortality figures, we can estimate from the Licence to Kill report by Humane Society
International Australia that in 2023, over half a million native animals were killed as a result of this
licensing system which we regard as a quick fix for landholders. The devastating impacts on animal
welfare, biodiversity and conservation are of great concern. It is unacceptable that this system
effectively removes native animals from the protection of animal welfare legislation.

We urge the Committee to recommend that the NSW Government:

e Amends the Biodiversity Conservation Act 2016 by removing the option for private
landholders to kill wildlife through being granted a ‘biodiversity conservation licence,” or an
equivalent licence under any other name. This should be replaced by support for
landholders to use a range of non-lethal strategies for co-existing with native animals on
their land, including: visual, auditory or olfactory deterrents; wildlife-friendly enclosures; or
husbandry practices such as the use of guardian animals and removing elements that
attract native animals.

e Bans the use of 1080 poison and leg-hold traps

14 https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/licences-and-permits/wildlife-licences/licences-to-control-or-harm/licence-
to-harm-native-animals#public-register
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e Limits any shooting of native animals to be performed only after non-lethal methods have
been sufficiently trialled using support from the appropriate government department, with
on-site inspections. In the rare cases where native animals are shot, this should only be
done by professional shooters who have passed shooter proficiency and species
identification testing. Furthermore, such shooting should be prohibited during the period
when the target species is known to breed or be caring for dependent young.
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