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Introduction  

 

1. There are significant shortcomings in the current approach to licences to harm, particularly 

including the training and competency of license holders, reporting, and decision-making 

transparency. Reform is required to minimise animal welfare risks and to ensure harm is 

permitted only where evidence demonstrates it is justified.  

 

2. A review of the existing approach identifies the following overarching issues: 

a. Insufficient training and guidance for license holders including the absence of mandatory 

training, proof of competency, and species-specific resources to ensure native animals 

are accurately identified and managed humanely. 

b. No meaningful or robust reporting or analysis of the animal welfare impost of the 

current licence regime. The full impacts of these licences remain unknown due to limited 

publicly available information on the number and species of animals harmed, as well as 

the outcomes for any dependent young. 

c. A lack of transparency around assessment and decision-making, including no publicly 

available criteria for a decision to grant licences.  

d. There are no requirements for applicants to provide evidence that they have attempted 

non-lethal alternatives or other management strategies. 

e. There is no indication that there are robust reviews (and if there are reviews they should 

be published) to ensure that these wildlife control methods are effective at reducing 

impacts of the animals, and are therefore justified.  

 

Terms of reference  

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

 

3. There is no meaningful reporting on the number of animals harmed under this system. Whilst 

licence holders are required to record the number and species of animals they kill, the data are 

not published or reported on. Other jurisdictions provide greater transparency; for example, 

Queensland maintains a publicly accessible list detailing the impacts of their equivalent licencing 

framework, including the number, species, and location of animals harmed [1]. The specific 

methods used to inflict harm on these animals are not publicly disclosed.  
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4. The public register of license to harm indicates that, between August 2017 and September 2025, 

licenses have been approved to harm up to 2,661,827 kangaroos and 342,949 other native 

animals1.  

 

5. There are licensing exemptions currently in place for certain species such as sulphur-crested 

cockatoos, galahs, ravens, crows, and swamphens. This creates a situation with no reporting, 

transparency, or conditions applied to the harming of these animals. These bird species are as 

capable as other animals of suffering [2, 3], if mismanaged, yet they do not share the same level 

of oversight as the species associated with licenses. 

 

6. In addition, there is a lack of transparency regarding reptiles, amphibians, and possums under 

the current licensing framework. The existing public register does not report the numbers, 

methods, or reasons for licences granted for these species despite the likelihood of reptiles and 

possums being some of the species’ groups most widely targeted for 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  

 

7. The current licencing framework does not adequately safeguard animal welfare or ensure 

accurate species identification. In addition, the framework does not reliably ensure animals are 

killed humanely, that is, rapidly rendered insensible and killed without experiencing pain, 

suffering, or distress [4].  

 

8. Lack of training and oversight: 

a. There is no requirement for applicants to be competency tested or undergo either formal 

or informal training in humane methods of managing (harming) native animals prior to a 

licence being granted. There is also limited oversight and inadequate monitoring of those 

authorised to inflict harm. Consequently, there is no assurance that licence holders 

possess the skills or knowledge required to prevent or minimise animal suffering. Without 

appropriate training, the risk of causing suffering is high [5]. For example, untrained and 

inexperienced shooters may fail to achieve accurate fatal shot placement, leading to 

prolonged pain, suffering, and slow death. Furthermore, any failure to confirm death can 

result in wounded animals experiencing extensive and unnecessary suffering [6]. 

b. By contrast, the commercial kangaroo industry mandates that all harvesters complete 

accredited training and pass a competency test prior to being licensed, as specified in the 

National Code of Practice for the Humane Shooting of Kangaroos and Wallabies for 

Commercial Purposes [7]. These requirements reduce the risk of perverse animal welfare 

outcomes through  training and standard setting [8]. It is difficult to see a justification for 

such disparate animal welfare risk mitigation in the killing of a single species according to 

whether the carcass will or will not be sold.   

 
1 https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/licences-and-permits/wildlife-licences/licences-to-control-or-
harm/public-register-of-licences-to-harm 
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c. Training should also be mandatory for non-lethal control methods. Poorly executed 

relocation or translocation can result in negative consequences and mortality if animals 

are unable to access food, water, shelter, or suitable territory in the new environment. 

Research has shown that relocation undertaken without sufficient ecological or 

behavioural understanding can have poor welfare outcomes [2, 9]. For example, 

suboptimal management decisions during a translocation of western grey kangaroos 

(Macropus fuliginosus) led to death of the majority of the translocated animals [10, 11].  

 

 

 

 

9. Inadequate guidance on humane methods 

d. Currently, there are insufficient standard operating procedures (SOPs) or guidelines 

available to licence holders outlining how to humanely manage (harm) native animals. The 

only publicly accessible SOP relates to the humane destruction of pest birds [12].  

e. RSPCA NSW made three attempts over two months to access additional SOPs for other 

species from relevant authorities, which was unsuccessful, indicating a lack of 

transparency and/or availability of operating procedures for the methods approved for 

use.  

f. Different species require species-specific methods to ensure humane outcomes, as 

anatomical, behavioural, and physiological differences must be considered to identify the 

most appropriate techniques [13]. Without accessible instructions on how to humanely 

carry out these actions, there is a risk that animals are being subjected to unnecessary 

harm.  

 

10. Inadequate training in species identification 

g. There are no current requirements for licence applicants to demonstrate knowledge or 

training in species identification. This creates a risk of misidentification and harm to non-

target species, including threatened or endangered wildlife. For instance, visually similar 

species of birds, such as some cockatoos and corellas, could be mistakenly targeted, 

leading to preventable and unnecessary mortality. Other jurisdictions require applicants to 

provide evidence of relevant experience and written verification from qualified referees 

that they are competent in species identification before a damage mitigation permit is 

issued [14]. 

 

(c) the extent to which orphaned young are affected by licences to harm native animals and how 

these impacts are tracked or mitigated  

 

11. There is currently insufficient evidence to determine how orphaned young are affected under the 

existing licensing system as it does not adequately track or mitigate harm to dependent young. 

 

12. Licence holders are required to record the number of animals they target. Dependent young, 

however, are excluded from licence quotas and not subject to mandatory reporting. Field 

evidence, from the commercial sector, provides accounts of shooters failing to see, or being 

unable, unwilling, or reluctant to kill young-at-foot macropods who flee when their mothers are 



4 
 

killed [15, 16]. It may be that this is a greater problem in the untrained, loosely regulated, non-

commercial setting. Consequently, orphaned dependent young are not recorded, leading to a 

significant underestimation of overall animal welfare impacts.  

 

13. There are no mandatory training requirements or species-specific SOPS outlining how to 

humanely harm (kill) dependent young under the existing licencing framework. Failure to 

humanely kill dependent young results in significant suffering. As an example, orphaned 

macropod young are unable to survive without maternal care and commonly die from starvation, 

dehydration, exposure, or predation [17]. As an estimated 20% of harvested female macropods 

have a young-at-foot [18], humane killing of dependent young is essential to prevent significant 

and avoidable suffering. Furthermore, research shows that the skill and competency of the 

operator are key factors in achieving a humane death [19], therefore, training in humane killing 

of orphaned young should be a mandatory requirement prior to licence approval. In the absence 

of clear, evidence-based guidance, it is likely that many dependent young are not killed quickly or 

humanely, resulting in preventable suffering. The most humane method varies depending on 

species and life stages [16], underscoring the need for tailored protocols and practical training to 

ensure consistent, humane outcomes. 

 

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

level of public transparency and accountability associated with licensing decisions, including data 

availability and reasons for approval and rejection of applications  

 

14. The current system for assessing and approving licences to harm native wildlife lacks sufficient 

transparency and evidential support. At present, no publicly available assessment criteria exist to 

guide applicants or the community. The reported impact is treated as sufficient justification. 

Repeated attempts by the RSPCA NSW to obtain assessment criteria have not received a 

response. The absence of clear, accessible criteria outlining how licence applications are assessed 

makes it difficult for applicants and the public to understand the basis of licencing decisions. 

Whilst data spreadsheets containing basic information are available, key elements are missing. 

Importantly, the reasons for approving or rejecting an application are not available. 

 

15. Any proposed method of harm must be supported by evidence. Currently, applicants are not 

required to provide evidence that lethal management is needed, for example proof of damage or 

harm to humans or other species. Applicants are also not required to submit evidence of actual 

damage. By contrast, comparable legislation in Queensland requires evidence of ongoing 

damage for subsequent applications [20]. Furthermore, applicants are not required to provide 

proof that alternative methods to control the native animal/s were implemented, applied 

ineffectively or not considered as they would also result in poor welfare outcomes. Methods to 

harm native animals should only be authorised when all reasonable alternatives have been 

exhausted. 

 

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

management strategies  
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16. Based on the information available, it is difficult to assess the extent to which, or even whether, 

the NSW Government supports research in alternative wildlife management strategies. No 

recent grants appear to have been directed towards developing or evaluating alternative 

management strategies for native species. 

 

17. It is well established that the individual removal of animals, when carried out in isolation rather 

than as part of a coordinated program, is generally ineffective as a long-term management 

approach [21]. Local Land Services has developed Strategic Pest Animal Management Plans 

across 11 regions; however, these focus primarily on declared pest species and defer to the 

existing licence-to-harm system when addressing native animals considered to be causing 

damage [22]. There is scope for the NSW Government to support research that integrates native 

wildlife management into these strategic frameworks. 

 

18. Greater investment in the development and evaluation of non-lethal methods is warranted as 

many non-lethal strategies are both effective and more humane [2]. For example, habitat 

modification and the use of visual and auditory deterrents have proven successful for reducing 

conflict with certain bird species [23]. Fertility control has also shown promise as a management 

tool, including the use of contraceptive agents in macropod populations [24]. 

 

19. Research is also needed to determine whether the approved methods of harm are justified and 

effective for each species. Although the licensing program states that NPWS takes a balanced, 

risk-based, evidence-driven approach that prioritises animal welfare [25], it is ambiguous as to 

what research is being undertaken to evaluate this system. The experience with flying fox 

management illustrates the importance of such evidence. In 2021, the NSW Government 

withdrew the option to issue licences to harm flying foxes due to insufficient evidence that lethal 

control reduced crop damage, coupled with significant animal welfare concerns. An independent 

expert panel concluded that shooting was ethically and legally unacceptable as a mitigation 

strategy and recommended exclusion netting as the only effective method [26]. The panel also 

noted that widespread adoption of netting would likely require government financial support 

[26]. These findings raise the possibility that similar conclusions may apply to other species if 

species-specific research were conducted.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

1. An annual report of the data on the location, actual number and species impacted by harm to 

native animal licences and the methods used, should be tabled in parliament under the relevant 

minister and made publicly available. 

2. All species currently exempt from licensing should be subject to reporting requirements and 

conditions to ensure any activity causing harm is conducted humanely. 

3. There should be increased transparency and reporting requirements to allow assessment of the 

impact this system has on possums, reptiles, and other currently under-reported species. 

4. Conditions to obtain a licence to harm native animals should include standards consistent with 

the commercial kangaroo code, including mandatory training and oversight. 

5. Mandatory training and/or competency verification for operators using lethal and non-lethal 

control methods to minimise adverse animal welfare outcomes. 
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6. Detailed, evidence-based SOPs covering both lethal and non-lethal methods should be 

developed for all species under the licensing framework. These should be reviewed by an expert 

panel, including veterinarians, animal welfare scientists, and wildlife biologists and be made 

widely and publicly accessible.  

7. Demonstrated competency in accurately identifying species be made a mandatory condition for 

all licence applicants or the species of concern is confirmed at the time of application.  

8. Orphaned dependent young should be included in mandatory reporting as a condition of all 

licences to harm native animals. Reporting should include the species and life stage of the young 

(e.g. for macropods: unfurred pouch young, furred pouch young, or young-at-foot) to enable 

accurate assessment of welfare impacts. 

9. Concerted efforts should be made to avoid killing females with dependent young to avoid 

causing suffering of orphaned animals. Where this is not possible, orphaned dependent young 

must be humanely killed as quickly as possible. 

10. Mandatory, species-specific training and publicly available SOPs should be developed to guide 

the humane management of orphaned dependent young. 

11. Licensing decisions should be accompanied by a clear statement outlining the justification for 

granting or denying a licence, and both the assessment criteria and the rationale for each 

decision should be made publicly available to improve transparency and accountability. 

12. Provision of verifiable evidence of attempted non-lethal methods of control is mandatory. 

13. Provision of verifiable evidence of the impacts that the native animal is having, such as proof of 

damage to crops or property, threat to human safety, etc. is mandatory. 

14. Provision of verifiable evidence that alternative control methods (other than harm) are not 

applicable is mandatory. 

15. NSW Government to support research that integrates native wildlife management into existing 

Strategic Pest Animal Management Plans. 

16. Greater investment in the development and evaluation of non-lethal control methods.   

17. Greater investment into research that evaluates the impacts of the harm to native animal 

licences, including the effectiveness at reducing burden to humans, property, crops etc. and how 

they impact animal welfare.  
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