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NSW Inquiry into ‘Licences to Harm Native Animals’

About the submitter:

I am writing on behalf of Gordon Wildlife Alliance, a community organisation of wildlife rescuers,
carers, advocates and habitat regenerators, based in the Central Victorian Volcanic Uplands bio-
region. I have previously lived and worked in NSW, so as well as being reasonably familiar with
many of the areas where so many of these licences are being granted, I am also in regular contact
with wildlife shelters and specialist vet clinics in the state. The wildlife caring community, while
small in number, are a close-knit group, in frequent communication, and as with much in today’s
world, it’s the horror stories that get shared the most. Sadly, many of the most heartbreaking stories
are not of some American influencer grabbing a baby wombat, but rather, the horrific cruelty dealt
out to wombats, dingoes, cockatoos, wallabies, even kookaburras, with PERMISSION from the
very department that should be protecting these animals. It’s a disgraceful situation, which is not
only harming Australia’s international reputation and desirability as a tourist destination, but is also
severely damaging the mental, emotional and physical health of the volunteers and professional
veterinary health sector workers who are tasked with caring for the orphans and surviving victims.
It is on behalf of such broken and exhausted people, within our own group, and those we chat to
almost daily, that I submit this.

Introduction:

As a long-term wildlife rescuer and former resident of NSW, I appreciate the opportunity to submit
commentary to this long awaited inquiry. It has long been a cause of great angst to me, and
doubtless to most people who care about our environment, that the government departments
charged with protecting our unique species and preventing cruelty towards them, are the very same
departments who then happily hand out permits to kill, exploit, relocate to an unsafe or unsuitable
habitat, or treat with extreme cruelty. Australia needs a National Independent Office of Animal
Welfare that has the sole purpose of ensuring the safety and welfare of all sentient beings, of all
species, regardless of their perceived “purpose” to humans. Alas, such a body has not yet been
established, so until that comes to pass, the least our Federal, State and Territory governments can
do to prevent our country living up to its name of “Australia the cruel” and its status as global
leader in extinctions, is to PREVENT all harm to our native animals.

Let me be very clear. These licences should not exist. They should be banned and any person who
intentionally harms or kills any native animal should be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.
Since, however, this inquiry does not include this very straightforward and sensible choice, I shall
respond to the terms of reference below.

1b: 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

Part one — Impacts of lethal control

All “lethal control methods” are inherently cruel and have a devastating impact, obviously on the
poor individual whose right to life has been stolen, but also on the surviving family members (herd,
mob, flock, call them what you will, they are still family and they grieve and mourn just as humans
do when a family member dies). When these killings take place, orphan joeys or chicks or pups are
often left alone to die, unless a kind stranger finds them and brings them to a carer or vet. Even
then, the trauma does not end (although some of that pain and fear is transmitted to the poor carer,
as they stay up night after night, trying to be the best possible foster parent, yet knowing they can
never replace the parent who was lost). Many orphans do not survive the first few days, simply
from the shock and loss and grief. When they don’t make it, that grief is felt by the carers too.



Then we have the trauma felt by those who witness the slaughter, both the other animals, and
human bystanders. Here in Victoria, we have seen the impact of the cruel duck shooting “season”
on local children, who are unable to avoid witnessing this murderous killing spree, because the
wetlands where “hunting” is permitted, is next to the bike path to their school and childcare centre!
In my own town, in the last two years, we have had some “person or persons unknown” kill and
mutilate kangaroos, and place the bodies at bus-stops on the school route. Yes, police were called,
but investigations did not get far, due to lack of eye-witnesses. The irony however, is that there is a
good chance the killing of those poor animals was LEGAL, and if the culprits were found but
waved a “commercial kangaroo harvest” paper, they would only be facing a small fine for placing
the body at a school bus stop. One of these incidents was witnessed by an overseas visitor, who has
sworn never to return to Australia, and who no doubt has discouraged others also. We are becoming
infamous for all the wrong reasons.

“Lethal control” (Let’s just call it what it is — deliberate killing) also has an ongoing negative impact
on welfare of entire populations, by disrupting the social hierarchy and community structure of the
local group. This is particularly of note with Dingoes, who have a clearly defined familial structure
with set roles that each member plays. If key adult members are lost to the “pack” (extended family
is a more accurate term), the remaining members can lose their way, and without the wisdom of
their elders, their attempts to seek food and shelter can bring them into contact with farmers and
livestock, in ways that would not have happened if their family unit had been left intact. We see this
tragic outcome within our own human society, when an elder is lost and youngsters left behind —
and this occurs in other species as well.

This disruption of group dynamics caused by killing of adults can also have unexpected
consequences with herbivores as well. For example, kangaroo mobs in my area, have several older
females whose role is to “babysit” the teenagers and at-foot joeys, while the younger adults graze
further afield. An older male, sometimes a few of them, usually stand guard. While these elders are
present, the youngsters all stay safely away from the roadside, out of people’s gardens. If some
danger is sensed, such as an aggressive dog or a noisy truck on the road, the elders round up the
youngsters and lead them away. However, when something happens to those elders, such as being
shot, then we see young kangaroos hopping all over the roads, wandering across properties, getting
stranded in back yards, causing road accidents and worse. Imagine if you took every teacher and
adult out of a primary school suddenly, but left the kids there to run amok and panic — this is what
happens to our native animals when you damage their community structure by killing the adults. It
doesn’t just harm those animals. It causes serious problems to the humans sharing their habitat as
well.

Part two — Do “current requirements adequately safeguard animal welfare”?

The short answer is “no”. Not only do they fail completely to prevent cruelty to animals, there is
growing concern within communities across Australia that they fail to safeguard HUMAN welfare
or even physical safety. Let me give you some examples from Victoria, where sadly there are far
too many “Authority To Control Wildlife” (ATCW) permits given out, as well as the shocking
“commercial kangaroo harvest” killings, which have even less oversight. In one farming
community, adjoining a National Park, the locals have been terrorised for months now, by rogue
kangaroo shooters, who have taken to harassing anyone who doesn’t support their desire to shoot
and kill anything that moves. By “harassing”, I refer to: Shining shooter spotlights through bedroom
windows at all hours; standing outside the garden gate, fully armed, and yelling obscenities; calling
up women who live alone, or single mothers, and threatening sexual abuse, with reminders that they
“know the address”; firebombs in backyards, body parts of dead animals thrown into yards or left
on doorsteps; children being followed home from school... This has been reported to police,
reported to state and federal MPs, and yet still the culprits are at large. People know who they are,
but are terrified to act. This is what happens when killing of animals for convenience, for profit, or



worst of all, for “recreation” is not just permitted, but encouraged. Violence begets violence, and
what starts out as violence against one species, soon escalates into attacks on our own species. It has
long been known, especially within the medical fraternity, that there is a strong link between
“recreational hunting” and domestic violence, but now we are seeing this spilling over into
dangerous attacks on unrelated members of the community, especially women.

To return to the topic of safeguarding “animal welfare”, however, it is clear from all the reports
from wildlife carers, darters, vets and vet nurses, as well as anecdotal reports from community
members who witness the tragic results, that the current “requirements” are purely a “tick and
flick”, “sign the paper and off you go on your killing spree” activity. There is NO oversight
whatsoever to ensure that the “requirements”, inadequate though they be, are even followed. Self-
regulation never works. It’s like putting a fox in charge of the chicken coop and asking him to
report if any chickens get harmed. Of course no permit holder will ever admit that they killed more
animals than they were allowed to. They are not going to confess that instead of using a registered
shooter with a valid firearms licence, they just borrowed a mate’s old shotgun, or that they missed
the “kill shot” and ended up just shattering the jaw of the poor mother wallaby, leaving her to hop
away and vanish into the bush — only to be found by a schoolkid, whose mum called rescue to
euthanise the poor mortally wounded animal and take the joey into care. Those involved in wildlife
rescue, and our overworked and under-resourced vets, know all too well how BROKEN these
permits are. Without INDEPENDENT oversight, reporting and enforcement of compliance with
these “requirements”, then there is ZERO safeguarding of animal welfare.

Part three — Species Identification

While it may be true that some professional shooters are well able to identify one species of bird
from another, or to tell a critically endangered Southern Brush-tailed Rock Wallaby from an Eastern
Grey Kangaroo in the dark or at dusk, that sad fact is that many who apply and are able to receive
“permits to harm” or “ATCW?” permits, have no idea what they are shooting at, or poisoning, or
catching in traps. Some cannot even properly identify the species when they apply for the permit —
they just ask a mate what they should write on the form, to have the best chances of success in
applying. We have witnessed such behaviour here in Victoria, and have heard multiple reports of it
from friends across NSW. As for the case of the supposedly licenced shooters “employed” by
permit holders, we have had numerous cases, reported to police, of such shooters killing
neighbouring farmers’ livestock. Excuses given by the culprits when caught, have included
ridiculous statements like, “Thought it was a feral deer” (horses, cows), “Looked like a roo in the
night vision scope” (sheep, dogs) or most frightening of all, “Heard something move and so I shot
it”. These examples are all from my local region, but we hear similar horror stories from all over the
country. Unless there is an independent witness observing the actual “harm” or killing, there is no
way to safeguard welfare, or ensure species are correctly identified, or even to ensure safety of other
humans. As for anyone reporting back if there was an “incident” of poor animal welfare, of killing
the wrong animal, or an accident, unless police are involved or eye-witnesses give evidence,
nobody is going to admit to doing the wrong thing. Why would they dob themselves in? There is
zero motivation for anyone to do so.

If further evidence was needed to show that many permit holders are incapable of telling one
species from another when out in the field, one only need look at the number of threatened and
endangered waterbirds that were slaughtered in Victoria this year. To obtain their hunting licences,
those Victorian shooters had to pass a test for identifying between “target species” and “non-
permitted species”, yet once out on the wetlands, anything that moved became a target (including
wildlife rescuers and vets on site). It is one thing to be able to recognise a photo or a video image of
an animal while completing a form online, or even doing a test at the local police station — but quite
another to be able to recognise that animal moving about in dense bush, or at night, or in foggy



conditions. Wildlife rescuers in my area, including myself, have experienced guns being fired in our
direction — and we do not resemble feral deer! These permits and their lack of oversight and safety
protection, do more than risk cruelty to animals — they endanger human lives too.

1c: the extent to which orphaned young are affected by licences to harm native animals and how
these impacts are tracked or mitigated

Having already commented on the impact on orphaned young under section 1b, I shall focus here
only on the tracking and mitigation of orphan victims of “licences to harm”. Here the situation may
differ somewhat from Victoria, as in our state, orphans are mostly raised in shelters or by licenced
carers, who are required to report to the environment department on numbers, species, injuries,
outcomes, and where known, cause of injury or orphan status. (I say “mostly” because we know
many are raised by members of the public who rescue them, but as it is now illegal to do so without
having a licence to care, those members of the public don’t contact anyone, which means there is no
tracking of those orphans) When it comes to tracking the impacts of permitted killing on orphans,
however, it is difficult to find accurate numbers, because often joeys or chicks or bat pups are
brought into care by members of the public, who just find them all alone on the roadside, or
sometimes the person bringing in the orphan does not wish to say that its mother was killed. The
latter situation may sometimes be that it was the person bringing the orphan, who caused it to
become an orphan, but they are too ashamed to admit that to a wildlife carer. In some cases, they
know the killer and are in fear of “saying too much”. (Note incidents described in 1b-Part One —
Paragraph 1) Therefore, records compiled from wildlife carers and shelters for orphans in care,
may not give a true indication of the number resulting from parents being deliberately killed by
permit holders (or indeed illegally killed by those without permits — something which we know
occurs frequently, in part due to the total lack of enforcement or monitoring of these licences)

Mitigation of the impacts of deliberate killing on orphans is another area that is hard to quantify.
The role of that mitigation falls upon the volunteer rescuers and carers, and those vets and vet
nurses who support wildlife. I have yet to see any forms of “mitigation of harm” from those doing
the killing, with the exception of a VERY small minority of hunters who have “accidentally” shot a
female, thinking it was a male, and brought the joey into care. Even then, just dropping an animal
off at a shelter or vet clinic is hardly “mitigation” — it’s just the very least anyone with a scrap of
humanity left should do.

The real work is done by dedicated volunteers, who often receive not a single cent to cover their
expenses. No fuel vouchers for the hundreds of kilometres travelled weekly. No grants or
sponsorships to cover all the formula, specialist feed or medications. Usually no appreciation or
thanks from those in authority either, just piles of “compliance” paperwork to complete, accurate
reporting to be completed by deadlines, and stressful house-tidying sessions before an inspection by
some “compliance officer”. (They can say “We are only here to check the enclosures and wellbeing
of the animals™ all they like, but everyone knows that if they see a messy home, it will go badly, and
most people hate being caught out with a messy house anyway. It just adds to the never-ending
stress.)

The fact that mitigation of impacts of “licence to harm” falls on a sector that is largely comprised
of volunteers, while neither the holders of those licences, nor those issuing the licences, contributes
to that mitigation, is a matter of grave injustice, which has come to the attention of many in the
community, not only here in Australia, but globally. This is yet another way in which our national
reputation is being harmed by cruel treatment of our unique native animals.

1d: the adequacy of current assessment processes used when granting licences to harm



They are totally inadequate. It is currently far easier to obtain a permit to kill a native animal, than it
is to care for one, to rescue, rehabilitate and release a protected species. What does that say about us
as a nation? The process to obtain a Licence to Harm in NSW appears to be just as much a “tick and
flick” exercise, with no actual supervision or checks and balances, as the ACTW process in
Victoria. Does anyone in the department ever actually visit a property, before issuing the permit, to
check if the applicant has: Identified the species correctly; Actually has a legitimate cause for
wishing to harm the animal; Is a fit person to be holding any form of licence to kill (violent
tendencies, potential DV situation etc), and has accurately described the animals that will be
harmed, on the application? Permits should never be granted until a physical site inspection has
been completed by the department issuing the permit. If the department representative is then
satisfied that the permit is in fact justified, any further action to use that permit, should be
performed under direct supervision of that department representative, live on site. That is the only
way to ensure that the applicant’s claims regarding method of killing, numbers killed, species
targeted, and any ensuing potential animal cruelty concerns, are true and correct. Self-monitoring
and self-reporting are breeding grounds for dishonesty.

1e: The level of public transparency and accountability associated with licensing decisions,
including data availability and reasons for approval and rejection of applications

There is a distinct level of distrust within the community around these permits, which has led to
escalating tensions between neighbours and differing sections of small rural communities. On a
wider scale, it has led to disengagement with government and perceptions that those in authority
have chosen to support shooters and hunters rather than ordinary residents. Not only is it beyond the
ability of the average person to access data on licences numbers, but there is no access to the
justifications given for granting licences to harm, or even the real reasons for applying in the first
place. What faith can a member of the public have in a system that claims, for example, that
wombats are being shot, because they are “dangerous”, without any evidence at all to show any
danger? How can anyone trust a system that allows native birds to be killed, because “they are a
nuisance”? Define “nuisance”. Many humans cause considerable nuisance, and even more harm to
our environment.

What I find more troubling, is that there is currently no requirement at all for permit holders to even
inform and pre-warn their neighbours that animals are about to be killed, let alone any requirement
for them to gain permission, or for the neighbours to refuse permission. People are expected to
contact neighbours to warn them of loud parties that go past midnight (or else expect police to be
called), yet there is no requirement to warn them that there will be gunshots, possible screams and
sounds of animals in pain, or that children may find dead animals or body parts over the fence. This
often results in 000 being called by frantic people, claiming possible murder-in-progress, and even
if the local police are aware of the permit in place, they are still required legally to attend. (I have
experience of this through my workplace) This puts pressure on an already overloaded system, and
the stand-offs that occur when they arrive, can sometimes escalate rapidly. All that could be
avoided, if there was a requirement for permission to be granted by immediate neighbours, and for a
refusal by those neighbours to be accepted in good grace, and the refusal upheld legally. If the
government is serious about social cohesion, a good place to start would be by encouraging greater
transparency and communication about potential dangerous activity in the neighbourhood.

Note also my comment in 1b, part three — regarding the “accidental” killing of neighbouring
livestock in my area in Victoria. Similar situations have occurred in NSW to people I know.
Wildlife carers have had animals they have raised since tiny joeys, rehabilitated and released, get
killed by “permit holders” right outside their properties! Pets have been injured or killed, “by
mistake”. Then of course we have the outright bullying and intimidation by some permit holders,
who force their way onto someone else’s property in order to pursue their “prey”. This has been
known to escalate into actual physical violence and assault, as well as deliberate damage to



property. Some rural communities have many residents afraid to leave their houses due to the rising
level of threat by “hunters”, and police are either unable to assist (because they have valid firearms
licences and a permit) or they are unwilling to assist (because they are also hunters and friends with
those doing the intimidation). I have personal friends who have experienced both of the above
situations, in NSW and Victoria. The impact on mental health, even the ability to continue working
or sending the kids to school, has been devastating. The willingness of our authorities to permit,
even encourage, wholesale killing of even protected native species, is creating a society where life
is seen to have little value, where violence and cruelty are normalised, and support for those who
actually care about saving lives, is practically non-existent.

1f: the extent of NSW Government support for research, trials, and adoption of alternative wildlife
management strategies

I have chosen not to respond to this point, simply because it is abundantly clear to everyone in the
sector, that the government gives NO support for research, trials or adoption of alternative, non-
lethal, cruelty-free options to “manage” populations. “Management” has become a well-known
euphemism for KILL in cold blood. Any pretence made by the government to trial alternatives lack
any credibility, as they are set up to fail. Either they are delegated to small under-resourced groups
who lack the skills and experience to conduct a proper trial, or they are deliberately under-funded
by the government to ENSURE they fail. Worst of all, often surveys for population data are
performed by organisations with vested interests in having all the wildlife culled — for example,
forestry corporations, who survey for nocturnal species such as Greater Glider, in the middle of the
day — because of course they don’t want to find any protected animals that might prevent them
logging or clearing or burning.

If the NSW government seriously wished to explore kinder alternatives, they need only speak to the
Animal Justice Party, or any of the volunteer led animal welfare groups (those without paid
management staff, who thus have no financial vested interests or who could be accused of conflicts
of interests).

In conclusion, I wish to address a glaring omission in the terms of reference — that of PSYCH-
SOCIAL HARM.

The risk is right there in the name: “Licence to harm”.

Issuing these licences increases demand within the state for licenced shooters.

Increased demand for shooters leads to more people with firearms licences and more people who
legally possess firearms.

More firearms distributed throughout the state leads to vastly increased risk to human safety, both
by accident and misadventure, and sadly also due to deliberate attacks of violence.

All it needs is for someone with access to guns to have a REALLY BAD DAY.

The tragedy at Bondi was a mass shooting, by people who legally had access to multiple firearms.
Regardless of the motive, the easy access to lethal firearms for so many people across the state
plays a major part in this horrific loss of life, and the state that has allowed, even encouraged,
increased gun ownership, needs to be accountable for this.

Legal firearm possession has drastically increased in both NSW and Victoria over the last decade,
and much of that is due to encouragement by government for “recreational hunting” and “control of
pest animals”. Now we have people living in fear of being shot! Wildlife rescuers have been shot at
(including me). Families in rural communities are being harassed and threatened by gun-toting
kangaroo shooters (and police do nothing to help when called). Police themselves are being
ambushed and targetted by shooters, often shooters who have valid and current firearms licences.
People should be able to enjoy living their lives with their families and friends, without the fear that
someone with a firearm will be triggered by something and attack.

What will it take for governments to understand that a “Licence to harm” any animal, becomes a
“licence to harm” ANYONE.



