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SUBMISSION FOR NSW REVIEW OF LICENCES TO HARM NATIVE ANIMALS 

Animal Welfare Committee 

NSW Parliament 

 

K Watson  

BA  Dip Ed  LLM(U.Syd) 

 

Dear Committee members 

I am a retired lawyer and am a wildlife rescue and care volunteer with WIRES.  I am grateful 

for the opportunity to comment on the Licenses to Harm and the welfare of target native 

animals. 

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

The licensing system clearly takes no account of the cumulative impact of licenses to harm 

on local population sizes of local target species. 

A prime example is the decisions to issue licenses during the last three months of 2019 and 

the first months of 2020.    

The fires of 2019/2020 inflicted the worst devastation ever on native animals in NSW.  There 

were outpourings of grief in Australia and around the world for the massive loss of our 

unique wildlife, and donations flowed to help to conserve what remained.  

It was not known by the public and the watching world that in the days leading up to the 

fires’ impacts, and in the days during the burning of areas, and in the days, weeks, and 

months following the fires, the government continued to issue licenses to kill our native 

animals in fire ravaged areas (and it was not to euthenase them, it was for farmers wishing to 

kill them). 

I am attaching a list which includes Licenses to Harm which were issued at that time, with 

highlighted licenses issued to farmers and entities in some of the areas impacted by fire. 

No one knew how many animals of each species had managed to survive the fire. It seems 

that the effect on populations is not considered when licenses are issued. 

Australia has the worst mammal extinction rate in the world and it is this sort of careless, 

uninformed decision-making that is contributing to this. 

Licenses to harm should only be issued in the context of the population of the species, and 

consideration of the cumulative effect of licenses on the local populations should be a major 

factor in the decision whether to grant a license. In the absence of reliable information about 

populations of species in local areas no Licenses to Harm should be issued and only non- 

lethal methods of management should be used. 
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It is not only after the fires ravaged NSW in 2019/2020 that decisions about killing wildlife 

are made without information about species populations.  Licenses to kill wombats are 

routinely granted, however there has been no method developed to adequately calculate or 

count the populations of wombats in any area.  What is known is that the population of 

NSW’s Bare Nosed wombats has declined by two thirds since colonisation, and that the 

numbers are continuing to drop fast due to roadkill, mange. loss of habitat, climate change 

and farmers killing them. 

…while we know that wombats do occur along parts of the eastern coast of NSW, 

Victoria and Tasmania, the true extent of their distribution is not known. Currently, 

there are no estimates of the number of bare-nosed wombats across their entire range 

due to their ‘least concern’ status (Taggart et al. 2016) and their perceived common 

status (McIlroy 1995; Buchan and Goldney 1998; Roger et al. 2007). 

However, for population conservation and management, knowledge of population 

density and trends are extremely important (McIlroyetal.2012). As all wombats are 

fossorial and primarily nocturnal, determining their population size and changes can 

be difficult, with many methods of population estimates being highly subjective 

(Swinbourne et al. 2015)…. 

Given the diversity of the wombats’ habitat, a method needs to be established that 

provides accurate estimates for wombat populations in a variety of habitats  

While the wombat is considered common it is not known  what the true population 

status is due to lack of research into the population size and distribution of the species 

(McIlroy 1995;  Buchan and Goldney 1998; Roger et al. 2007). In NSW, for example, 

Lunney et al. (2000) found that the  population size of  wombats was unknown, 

suspected populations were declining,  but the distribution trends remain unknown. 

Furthermore, Lunney  et al. (2000) stated that threats to wombats occurred over most 

of their range in NSW and there was inadequate knowledge of  wombat numbers and 

distribution. Due to this lack of research, a  key issue is highlighted; how can species 

management be optimised without knowing population trends?  

….not managing their population effectively to preserve what could be a rapidly 

declining population. Without further research, and clear information on where 

wombats are located, and the current population estimates, the species cannot be 

protected effectively. 

Future research for bare-nosed wombats should include monitoring population 

numbers, with a focus on development of methods to determine population estimates. 

(Thorley et al 2020)   

and  

Comparison of historic and current records of common wombat distribution 

challenges the opinion that common wombats are currently common and suggest that 

perceptions of abundance are often clouded by socio-political factors rather than 

informed by biological and ecological factors. Given the risks facing wombat 

populations, we recommend the expansion of biomonitoring of common wombats 

along a gradient of human disturbance and land-use areas to determine 

metapopulation function and localised population decline. (Roger et al 2007)   
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There are many non-lethal ways to manage wombats in agricultural situations, and in the 

absence of sufficient population research into Bare Nosed wombats, the non-lethal methods 

should be used.  Extinction is a real possibility, as is evidenced by the Critically Endangered 

status of the Northern Hairy Nosed wombat of which there are only a couple of hundred 

surviving individuals, and the Near Threatened status of the Southern Hairy nosed wombat 

which have been lost to the same factors by which we are losing our Bare Nosed wombats in 

NSW. 

Non lethal methods of managing wombats are effective and are discussed here: 

There are multiple non-lethal or non-invasive methods to deter and prevent wombats 

causing damage to property such as wombat gates in fences (Coates 2013), one-way 

doors into burrows, electric fencing and scent deterrents. Government agencies 

suggest excluding wombats from burrows in unwanted areas by using one-way doors 

and wire mesh to allow the wombat to leave the burrow but not return to it. As 

wombats avoid the scent of predators, using natural fertilisers may deter wombats 

from entering paddocks or gardens and from digging in unwanted areas (DPIE 

2019a). Increasing native vegetation in areas that have been previously cleared can 

reduce wombats burrowing in creek beds and pasture, not only reducing damage to 

paddocks but also reducing the risk of erosion and damage to waterways used by 

stock (DPIE 2019a). Marks(1998) reported that erecting electric fences can reduce 

the number of holes in regular fencing caused by wombats by 85%, reducing the 

number of wombats entering paddocks for grazing and reducing the number of 

burrows created in exclusion zones. 

… The swing gates tested by Borchard and Wright(2010) were successful in 

regulating which herbivores could gain access to areas, with wombats being able to 

use the gates successfully, preventing unwanted damage to fences, while other 

animals such as wallabies and foxes were excluded. Coates (2013) also found that 

swing gates were highly successful in reducing the number of holes and burrows 

created in fencing as well as reducing the number of unwanted predators and 

herbivores in the exclusion zone.(Thorley et al; 2020). 

The situation for many other species is similar.  Research into Australian native animals has 

been sparse and underfunded, with research only being done when a species has reached a 

critical conservation level, when it is too late for their population to recover.  There is still 

little understanding of our wildlife’s biology and populations, so lethal methods should not be 

used.  

 

 

(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 

There are a number of issues relating to whether current requirements adequately safeguard 

animal welfare. 
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One is the myth that native animals in NSW are resistant to and tolerate the poison 1080 

(monofluoroacetate) because, it is claimed, that it occurs naturally in native plants.  This is 

incorrect.  It is not in NSW plants and NSW native animals are naïve to the poison and are 

killed slowly and painfully by it: 

In Australia, 41 species of leguminous plants are known to produce 

monofluoroacetate in their leaves, flowers and seeds. Thirty nine of these species, 

all Gastrolobium spp. (Hopper 1991), are confined to the south west corner of 

Western Australia, where they form a substantial and often dominant element in the 

shrub layer (Twigg and King 1989). The other two species, G. grandiflorum and 

Acacia georginae occur in northern and central Australia. 

…Animals that have not co-existed with these plants, or have done so only recently, 

are generally less tolerant to fluoracetate (McIlroy J 1992) 

The 1080 poison is presented in foods that are not only palatable to the feral target species 

but are also palatable and eaten by non-target native species such as possums, bandicoots, 

quolls, birds, reptiles and wombats which then die slowly.  This must stop. 

 

Licenses to Harm are granted to unskilled shooters who hold a shooters license.  They are not 

trained in the killing of wildlife species.  

To be allowed to euthenase injured animals, wildlife carers are required to have special 

training in how to kill each wildlife species humanely, with refresher courses every couple of 

years..  The shot has to be in exactly the right place to kill instantly.   

However Licenses to Harm native animals are granted to farmers who have no such special 

training requirements.  This should not be allowed.  There should be the same standards 

applied to the welfare of any animal regardless of who is killing it.  

I heard an account that is possibly commonplace of how the animals are killed by holders of 

Licenses to Harm . Some “pop pop” sounds were heard by some people who went to their 

nearby neighbour’s place to see what was happening.  The neighbours were a husband and 

wife who were seen standing just shooting at a mob of kangaroos, not close, hitting the 

animals anywhere on their bodies, injuring but not always killing immediately. The 

ineffectual shooting resulted in painful and slow deaths of some of the target animals.   The 

couple apparently had a license to kill a large number of kangaroos.  These were kangaroos 

that moved between properties in that area and were much loved by the people who lived in 

the area. These kangaroos had frequented their places for many years, often lying in their 

gardens and bringing their young for them to see.   

The people who had the license to harm were setting up a new free range egg business.  The 

license was granted because the kangaroos were “disturbing” their chooks. Clearly they could 

have easily put up a high fence around their chooks to keep the kangaroos away from the 

chooks. Cheap fencing is available at the local recycling and waste depot. This was a 

situation in which non-lethal methods could have easily met what was required. 

In deciding whether to issue a license the interests of surrounding neighbours should have 

been considered.  In this case it was very distressing for neighbours who had lived with, and 
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enjoyed these animals, to see them being killed and to have no power to intervene for the 

loved animals because the couple had a License to Harm a lot of kangaroos. 

 

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

animals and how these impacts are tracked or mitigated 

Wombat joeys are carried in their mother’s pouch until they reach a size that is too big to 

carry.  There is a period when the joey is too big for the pouch but too little to come out 

with the mother on foot, and the joey is then left in the burrow. 

I have raised a number of wombat joeys until they have been old enough to be released.  

One of these wombats was a joey found at a property wandering alone, a long way from 

any road.  There had been no roadkill recorded in the nearest roads for some months.  

Nearby residents said they often heard the farmer in this area shooting at night. It is likely 

that this joey was orphaned when the farmer shot her mother.  Whether the joey had been 

with her mother when she was shot, or had come out of the burrow, looking for her mother, 

it was a stressful situation for the joey and she was in poor condition when she was found..   

When looking for the joey’s likely burrow I met that farmer and he expressed extreme 

antipathy towards wombats.   

The following year another joey was found in the same area also alone, and was taken into 

care.  There would be many such joeys across the narrow range where wombats still 

survive, who are never found and slowly die of thirst or hunger, or are taken by a fox or cat. 

Farmers are known to shoot wombats in the shoulder so that they will take themselves into a 

nearby burrow to die, leaving no messy corpse for the farmer to clean up.  It is likely that this 

was happening regularly at that farm because no corpse was found.  

It is always best for a wombat joey to be raised by their mother.  They are intelligent animals 

and are with their mother for two years and during that time the mother plays and snuggles 

with them, teaches them where the suitable grass and water is, how to get there, where the 

family burrows are, and introduces them to their grazing group.  However a hand raised joey 

has none of that learning, does not belong to any group and when trying to find a place to 

settle is pushed out of territories by wombat groups before they have enough to eat. They are 

novices in everything and belong to no territory. The loss of the mother makes their long term 

survival difficult and uncertain. 

Any approach to wildlife management must recognise animals as sentient family groups. 

Dependent young should never be left to starve or die unseen. 

 

(d) The adequacy of current assessment processes used when granting licences to 

harm 

As mentioned above, the cumulative impact on the local population of the target species is 

not considered in the decision to grant Licenses to Harm in an area, but it should be.  

However, as almost no population of any native species has been reliably quantified, the 

population impact would not be possible to assess.  In the absence of such population 

information there should not be use of lethal methods of control. 
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Location of license applicants. 

License approvals should take into account the locality of the proposed killings.  Three 

kangaroos were killed one Sunday afternoon in September last year on Kangaroo Valley’s 

main road, as the result of a farmer shooting at kangaroos in an area not far from the main 

road.  

The deaths are recorded in the citizen science website iNaturalist here: 

https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/240485180 

and here: 

https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/240484158 

and here: 

https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/240484411 

A farmer with a License to Harm decided to shoot kangaroos in mid-afternoon near Glen 

Murray Road which is not far from Moss Vale Rd, the main road through Kangaroo Valley.  

The mob of kangaroos took fright and fled towards Moss Vale Road through a property of 

nearby residents.  This had happened a couple of times before and had resulted in vehicles 

colliding with kangaroos, and the residents had asked the farmer not to shoot kangaroos so 

close to Moss Vale Road. 

When the residents heard the shooting they ran out onto Moss Vale Road, which was heavy 

with fast moving traffic as weekend tourists were heading out of the valley.  The residents 

stopped the traffic in time for the kangaroos to cross.  The first vehicle that they stopped was 

a motor bike with a pillion passenger who would most likely have been killed had they hit a 

kangaroo when travelling at 80 kph. 

When the kangaroos had crossed the road the residents returned to their property.  About 15 

minutes later they heard shots again and were too late to stop the traffic to let the next lot of 

kangaroos cross, and three were hit and injured.  I was called because the kangaroos were still 

alive with broken legs and the residents had managed to pull them off the road, but they are 

not wildlife trained rescuers and there was a joey in the female’s pouch. 

The incident raises a number of issues.  Why was a License to Harm issued for a property so 

close to the main road?  Why should untarained residents have to endure the distress of 

attending to, and moving, severely injured large kangaroos from a road when it is absolutely 

foreseeable that kangaroos would flee in that direction across the road to get away from the 

gunshots of the licensed farmer. 

As one arm of government was issuing a License to Harm in that area, there should have been 

coordination with the Transport Department to erect warning signs that kangaroos may move 

fast in the area of the road.  Ideally the Transport department should reduce the speed limit on 

roads near where Licenses to Harm have been issued in case of wildlife fleeing across the 

roads.  However, this could not happen because the Transport Department’s Speed Zoning 

Standard document by which road speeds are set, does not allow for wildlife on roads to be a 

factor for consideration when deciding the speed for a road. 

https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/240485180
https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/240484158
https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/240484411
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It is unlikely that the NPWS, the issuer of the licenses had any baseline figure for the 

population of kangaroos in that part of the valley.  There are few kangaroos in the eastern end 

of Kangaroo Valley, most macropods are in the western area, so why was a license granted to 

a farmer in the eastern end of the valley?. What conditions were placed on the License in 

relation to when and how the shooting must be conducted?   Was the location of the property 

of the Licensed farmer examined on a map? What principles apply in relation to proximity to 

major infrastructure such as a main road, of properties of License to Harm applicants, or 

proximity to any road? 

How many wildlife/vehicle collisions are the result of animals fleeing shots by farmers who 

hold Licenses to Harm? Does the NPWS consult with insurance companies about the issue of 

Licenses to Harm?  Insurance companies pay for the damage caused by collisions with large 

mammals. 

How many of the wildlife/vehicle collisions attended by wildlife rescue volunteers are caused 

by animals fleeing farmers with Licenses to Harm?  It is likely that this is not the only place 

where kangaroos or other animals have collided with cars as they flee licensed shooters.  

 

(e) the level of public transparency and accountability associated with licensing 

decisions, including data availability and reasons for approval and rejection of 

applications 

I am attaching a list of registered approvals of Licenses to Harm.  There is little 

transparency.  The exact location of the sites for the killings is not identified, just a general 

area.  No names or identifying details are given so there is in fact no way to check whether 

someone who is shooting actually holds a License to Harm.  The post code of the applicant 

is the most indicative of the actual area, but a post code covers a large area. 

There is no detail about the reasons for the issue of the License so no neighbour can dispute 

the claims or offer non-lethal alternatives.  There is no evidence of what has been tried by 

the applicant, nor whether the decision maker was well informed and could discuss non-

lethal methods with the applicant, nor whether any check was made at the property to verify 

the claims in the application.  There is no transparency, and given that dangerous weapons 

are used, that is not good. 

Therefore, a person has no way of verifying that a farmer actually holds such a license. It 

makes accountability unenforceable by community members.  I hope that a policeman may 

be given access to more identifying detail. 

There is also no monitoring of how and when the killing is done, nor are there any 

safeguards for the welfare of the victims of the killing. 

There should be notification of neighbours when a person is issued with a License to Harm 

so that they can be sure that the subsequent killing is lawful. Local police should also be 

informed.  A condition of shooting should be that neighbours will be notified before any 

shooting starts. It is quite frightening being near a property where there are sounds of 

shooting when a person does not know who is shooting or why. 
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There is no information about what percentage of applications for Licenses to Harm are 

refused, nor for what reasons they are refused or approved.  

All licence applications, decisions and enforcement data should be published. 

 

Independent review. Establish an impartial body to evaluate any wildlife management 

decisions, ensuring non-lethal alternatives are always prioritised. 

 

End opaque licensing. Phase out current permits as humane, non-violent methods become 

established, and require clear welfare criteria for any future decision-making. 

 

(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 

 

I am unaware of any NSW Government support for research, trials, and adoption of 

alternative wildlife management strategies, nor of 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.  I suspect that the process of issuing of Licenses to Harm is just a tick the box 

process with very little actual consideration of these matters or of animal welfare and non-

lethal alternatives or any checks on the farmers claims. 

 

Research is needed into how to use native animals’ behaviour to manage them.  There are 

examples of very successful; management of native animals working with their natural 

behaviours instead of against them.  For instance: 

• Australian First Nation’s people used methods of wildlife control based on their 

understanding of their behaviours, such as planting areas with particular food plants 

which would attract particular species to an area so they could be easily found for 

harvesting, or which would attract wildlife away from cropping areas.(Pascoe 2014) 

• In Queensland the management of the critically endangered Proserpine rock-wallabies 

included reducing the wallaby-attracting guinea grass on road verges and the 

provision of alternative irrigated grazing areas in a safe location to attract the 

wallabies away from the roads. It appears to have reduced road-kill rates. 

• A commercial biodynamic citrus farmer successfully used a rope strung the length of 

his orchard and tied with bright baubles and colourful bird toys to attract cockatoos 

away from his fruit. He understood that cockatoos like to play and were pulling fruit 

off the trees to play with, not to eat, so he gave them a more attractive alternative. 

Many other very good alternative methods are outlined by the Humane World for Animals in 

their 2024 report License to Kill.  Animals deserve protection, not persecution. There are 
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better ways to prevent conflict, eg wildlife-friendly fencing and habitat planning, that don’t 

cause suffering. NSW should end the use of lethal control and replace it with non-violent 

management that values coexistence. 

 

(h) Other matters 

Futility 

A few years ago a wildlife vet near Braidwood had been operating all night in his clinic in his 

sanctuary where people from many places in the state bring injured animals in their care. 

When he finished operating it was dawn and he went for a walk on his property to the dam.  

When he got there he found a kangaroo who had been shot and injured by his neighbours.  

During the night, when he had been working to save kangaroos and wombats in surgery,  his 

neighbours had been legally hunting kangaroos for fun with a License to Harm.   

This is a stark example of what wildlife carers experience when they work to save and care 

for our wildlife, only to have other people with licenses hunt and deliberately kill or injure 

them  

 

 

Conclusion 

Thank you for holding this review.  There is a great need for reform and introduction of 

new of safeguards.  New reliable methods need to be developed for assessing the size of 

local populations of the target species.  Research into alternative control methods is needed.  

Sharing of information, especially with farmers, about the ecological role of native animals 

and how they benefit agriculture may lead to kinder attitudes towards wildlife and creation 

of alternative non lethal, methods of control that do not involve causing fear or cruelty to 

animals. 
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