
 

                                       
 
 

PE1674/A 
Petitioner submission of 22 November 2017 
 
Regards the SPICE Briefing for the PPC which appears on my Petition page on your website  - 
there are cat population statistics referred to there which rely on one source (PFMA) whereas I 
used two reliable sources (YouGov/ PDSA and PFMA). I wonder if you would be kind enough 
to take a look at my attached Briefing Paper (Cat Facts and Figures) (Annex A) which makes 
clear that my sources are reliable and mainstream. 
 
I drew up the paper attached for my own purposes so that I could refer to sources and statistics 
readily, so hopefully you will be able to scrutinise other parts of it also.   
 
It shows References, Charts, and Calculations on which figures are based. 
 
I think it will be relevant to know the backgrounds of certain of the people who have posted 
Comments in support of my Petition. 
 
Please forgive me if you are already aware of this information. 
 
Professor Brendan Corcoran: "fully support".  
http://www.research.ed.ac.uk/portal/en/persons/brendan-corcoran(b16e0d34-47d9-4ca5-bdac-
d537996f580f).html 
Biography 
After several years in private practice in New York and in London, I joined the R(D)SVS as a 
small animal clinician in 1986 and since then developed an interest in cardiology and 
respiratory medicine of dogs and cats, and have been Head of the Cardiopulmonary Service, 
Head of the Clinical Division and Director of the Hospital for Small Animals. This clinical career 
was interrupted by a three year Wellcome Leave Fellowship in respiratory physiology. My 
research interests had been initially in respiratory medicine and physiology but more latterly 
has concentrated on mitral valve disease at all levels from clinical features to molecular 
mechanisms. 
 
Sir John Lister-Kaye: "This parliamentary action is long overdue and a vital adjunct to 
Scottish wildcat Action's efforts. Cats are out of control in Scotland and we need to act 
now." 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Lister-Kaye 
Sir John Philip Lister Lister-Kaye, 8th Baronet, OBE (born 8 May 1946 in Wakefield, 
Yorkshire) is an English naturalist, conservationist, author and owner and Director of the Aigas 
Field Centre, among other business interests. He is married with four children and has lived in 
the Highlands of Scotland since 1969. 
 
Allan Bantick OBE "For wildcats to retain a viable population in Scotland it is essential 
that the flow of fertile domestic cats into the wild is stopped." "We would support 
compulsory neutering and micro-chipping as such legislation would greatly help efforts 
to conserve the wildcat as well as significantly improving cat welfare." (statement to Rob 
Edwards Sunday Herald Special Report  "Mass support for neutering  every cat in Scotland"  
In the past - Chairman of the Scottish Wildlife Trust, Chairman of the Scottish Beaver Trial, 
Vice Chairman of Scottish Badgers, Founder Member of the National Species Reintroduction 
Forum, Member of the Scottish Biodiversity Committee and Trustee of The Wildlife Trusts. 

http://www.research.ed.ac.uk/portal/en/persons/brendan-corcoran(b16e0d34-47d9-4ca5-bdac-d537996f580f).html
http://www.research.ed.ac.uk/portal/en/persons/brendan-corcoran(b16e0d34-47d9-4ca5-bdac-d537996f580f).html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Lister-Kaye
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Officer_of_the_Order_of_the_British_Empire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wakefield,_Yorkshire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wakefield,_Yorkshire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_history
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conservation_movement
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aigas_Field_Centre
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aigas_Field_Centre
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Remains - a Trustee of Scottish Badgers, and on the Scottish Environment Link Wildlife Forum 
and Wildlife Crime Sub Group. 
http://www.scottishwildcataction.org/latest-news/2017/november/meet-the-scottish-wildcat-
action-steering-group-chairman-allan-bantick-obe/ 
 
Roy Dennis MBE "At present I think the prospect of saving the Scottish Wildcat is in the 
balance. This is a serious conservation issue, so the action, as proposed, is essentail 
and overdue." 

In 1992 he was awarded a MBE for services to nature conservation in Scotland and in 2004 
was voted the RSPB Golden Eagle Award winner for the person who had done most for nature 
conservation in Scotland in the last 100 years.  He is a writer, lecturer and broadcaster.  Roy 
Dennis MBE is a field ornithologist and wildlife consultant, living in Moray; he has worked in the 
Highlands and Islands of Scotland since 1959, most notably on the conservation of rare birds 
and the reintroduction of lost species, such as the white-tailed eagle and red kite. From 1970 to 
1990, he was the RSPB’s senior officer in Northern Scotland.  He directed Fair Isle Bird 
Observatory from 1963 to 1970; was Chairman for 16 years until November 2010, on 
the completion of the prestigious new Bird Observatory, and is now the President of the Trust, 
so his knowledge of seabirds, migration and Scottish islands is extensive. 
http://www.roydennis.org/about-us/ 
 
The comments posted by others include full support from practising vets, cat rescue front-line 
volunteers, communities who have suffered nuisance/distress, the responsible majority who 
neuter their cats, and progressive conservation-minded people. 
 
“Scottish Wildcat Action – proposal for additional control measures on domestic cat 
ownership in Scotland as a conservation action to protect the Scottish Wildcat”. 
 
I have referred for evidence purposes to the above document. It was taken to the Scottish 
Government in July 2017. The Animal Welfare Section of the SG has written to me to say that 
the SG has not received it and therefore cannot take it into account. However, that certainly is 
not the case. It may be (understandably) that a different section was presented with it.  
To remove all doubt, here it is attached (Annex B).  
It is a fully referenced, expert-authored document written at the behest of Scottish Wildcat 
Action Steering Group and made available to the SG Wildlife Division as part of SWA's 
responsibility to legacy from their work. 
 
Thank you for your consideration of all this evidence. 
 

http://www.scottishwildcataction.org/latest-news/2017/november/meet-the-scottish-wildcat-action-steering-group-chairman-allan-bantick-obe/
http://www.scottishwildcataction.org/latest-news/2017/november/meet-the-scottish-wildcat-action-steering-group-chairman-allan-bantick-obe/
http://www.roydennis.org/about-us/
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Annex A 
 
CAT FACTS and FIGURES 

1. Feral cat facts 

Feral cats and our pet cats at home are the same species. Stray and abandoned domestic 

cats commonly seek hidden dens away from other cats to have their kittens – industrial 

estates, under sheds, derelict buildings, scrap yards, farm buildings and rabbit burrows are 

widely used.  

Their kittens may perish in the harsh conditions, or will become feral because not handled in 

the sensitive period of 6 to 8 weeks after birth.  
 

The PIPELINE problem.   
 

The owned cat population is year on year producing far more new cats that there are homes 

available for. The result is a constant flow of ‘excess to requirements’ and displaced cats 

(most of which are unneutered) into the wider environment where they join the already 

considerable population of feral and uncared-for cats and breed to swell the numbers even 

more. The colonisation of the countryside by cats is fuelled by overspill from the constant 

over-production within the owned cat population. 

 

The pipeline problem results from a small minority of cat owners. In spite of education about 

cat welfare and being able to get their cats neutered at no costs to themselves – this group of 

owners continue to be resolutely resistant to every offer and effort.  

 

The existing feral cat population can be contained and limited, but it can only work if the 

pipeline is turned off  completely (Natoli, 2006). Even if we achieved a 1% un-neutered rate 

among owned cats tomorrow there would still be a 10% increase in the owned cat population 

in the space of the next four years., This is closer to stable but still an increase at a time 

when the number of homes available is level.  

 

To limit the population and to help the welfare of cats living ferally an approach used world-

wide is Trap Neuter and Return (TNR). It’s used in Scotland by cat organisations and the 

SWA project as cross-breeding between domestic cats and the few remaining SW is one of 

the biggest threats to the conservation of the highly endangered SW. 

 

TNR is successful in stabilising the feral and stray cat populations locally where it is applied 

pro-actively and systematically. The problem is that cat organisations are already hugely 

over-stretched with the numbers of pregnant and uncared-for domestic cats they have to take 

in to their shelters. They do have humane cat traps and some volunteers do undertake TNR - 

however, there are never enough traps and never enough volunteer time to deal with all the 

feral and uncared-for cats. 

 

Where areas have been TNR’d, the neutered feral cats hold the territory and prevent new 

cats moving in. When those cats die off after a natural lifespan however new unneutered cats 

move ibn to fill the vacuum. 
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2. How come the owned cat population is producing so many new cats? 

SEE GRAPHS separate sheet. 

 

PDSA/ YouGov Report (2016) says 93 % of owners have their cats neutered. 

Sounds great - and is a great achievement by the cat charities. But free neutering and 

education have been available for some decadesand yet a minority of owners refuse to have 

their cats neutered.  Long-serving experienced cat volunteers say this is “irresponsible” and 

there is “no excuse” since free neutering is available widely if needed.  

 

In Scotland, 13 % don’t neuter their cats. This is higher than the UK average. 

The minority of owners who allow uncontrolled breeding of their cats are more than doubling 

the pet cat population every four years, rapidly extending the uncared-for cat population, at a 

time when available homes are level or on the decrease (RSPCA, 2014).   286,000 new cats 

born every year to swell the estimated 880,000 pet cat population. 

 

Their actions vastly outweigh the actions of the responsible 87% of owners and put all cats at 

risk.  

 

Their actions have been deemed ‘irresponsible’ by experienced cat welfare volunteers and 

‘causing actual nuisance’ by members of the public.  

 

According to PFMA data, the number of available homes for cats doubled from 1980 to 2013 

(from 4.9 m to 8.5 m) but then went down to around 7.5 m in 2014 and has stayed level. The 

number of available homes for cats reached a ceiling around 2013 and is now level or 

decreasing – that is NOT the same thing as saying the number of cats in need of homes has 

levelled out. ( RSPCA , 2014).  

 

The uncontrolled population of domestic cats has major welfare implications for the cats 

themselves – if they do not perish then they live rough often enduring challenging conditions.  

Why would we allow them to suffer conditions we wouldn’t dream of allowing for our pet cats 

at home? 

 

 . . . and poses a serious immediate threat to the existence of the SW and removes essential 

prey items from the wild food chain.  

 

As long as there is even a tiny percentage of the owned cat population whose reproductive 

capacity is uncontrolled, then the pipeline carries on flowing with uncared for cats emerging 

into the wider environment. 

The UK’s biggest cat welfare charity neuters about 20,000 feral cats a year in the UK which is 
under 1% of the estimated feral cat population. The number of feral cats is estimated by the 
Feline Advisory Bureau (an international group of cat experts)  as about 1.5 million in the UK. A 
critical level of neutering over 71 % of the cats is necessary to make a lasting difference. 
Stephen Moss estimates there are around 100,000 in the Highlands of Scotland alone.  
Around 400,000 feral cats in Scotland would be a reasonable expectation. 
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3. Cats in Numbers in Scotland (PDSA, 2017; PFMA, 2016; GWCT, 2016) 

 880,00 pet cats in Scotland 

 114,400 or more unneutered 

 286,000 new kittens a year 

 1.14 million new cats every four years 

 400,000 feral cats 

Cats have a high reproductive rate and colonise quickly over large areas (Parry, 2012; Feline 

Advisory Bureau, 2006): 

 are capable of being pregnant at 14 weeks of age 

 can have up to 3 litters a year 

 have an average of 5 kittens in one litter. 

 
 

A note on sources and reliability of data and trends on the owned cat population 
YOUGOV on behalf of the PDSA and the Cat Population Control Group (a group of 5 leading 
cat/ animal welfare organisations in the UK) conducts a survey of pet owners each year. So 
does the Pet Food Manufacturers Association. PFMA numbers are consistently lower than the 
YouGov figures year on year though no explanation is given.  
YouGov is widely used for statistical data collection and analyses by private and government 
agencies, is transparent in its methodology, and is the source most referred to by cat and other 
animal welfare organisations for these statistics on cat ownership. 
 In keeping with the major cat organisations, I therefore used the YouGov figures (11.1m cats).  
I utilized the regional variations that are included in the PFMA report and applied this to the 
YouGov/ PDSA report figures, which yields the estimated figure of .88m owned cats in 
Scotland. 
 

4. What are the agreed basic essentials of cat care? 

Veterinary professionals say lack of neutering is the single biggest problem for cats. 
91% believe microchipping should be compulsory (PDSA YouGov Report 2016).  
 
Animal welfare organisations support neutering and microchipping for all owned cats as 
basic essentials of good cat care. 
 

5. Common examples of owner actions that result in uncontrolled breeding of cats: 

 

 replace their cat every 6 months with a new kitten 

 leave their cats behind when moving, serially 

 put out kittens when deformed, unsold or pregnant 

 shut the door on cats that have become ill after serial pregnancies 

 shut the door on old cats 

 allow children to taunt cats including those with dependent kittens  

 refuse cat welfare volunteers’ offers to neuter their cats  

 refuse cat welfare volunteers’ offers to home the kittens 

 sell kittens that haven’t received basic worming, veterinary attention, vaccination, 

hygiene, care or socialisation  

 when faced with their responsibilities shut the cat out and deny ownership 
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Examples of nuisance include:  

 

 People are distressed to discover newborn, dead, or orphaned kittens in vulnerable 

places.  

 People are upset and worried to see pregnant cats living rough and nursing mothers 
killed on roads.  

 People are distressed to find kittens in dangerous places (farms, industrial sites, fallen 
into slurry pits, trapped in machinery) which they cannot help because the kittens are 
feral.  

 Owners who DO neuter their cats are terrified by territorial fights that frequently result in 
their cats suffering potentially fatal abscesses and diseases. 

 Cats can spread toxoplasmosis that causes abortion in humans, and in farm animals. 

 Cats can carry bovine TB yet can be transported without restriction into farms in 
Scotland from anywhere around the UK – and frequently are.  

 Cats can carry avian viruses and unneutered strays are attracted to intensive bird units. 

 Cats that have been abused or poorly socialised will attack a person if cornered or 
frightened.  

 Farms suffer contamination of animal feed and harvested crops by cat faeces and urine.  

 Industries such as recycling plants suffer costly interruptions to work and repair bills - 
cats seek warmth inside machinery, resulting in horrible deaths and damage on start-up.     

 Cats colonise important wildlife habitats and feed on small mammals, amphibians and 
birds. Essential prey is removed from the food chain (Woods et al, 2003) killing off native 
wild birds and animals, and wiping out local ecosystems. Australia has suffered 
catastrophic levels of loss of native bird and mammal species through allowing the cat 
population to grow out of control (Wahlquist, 2017).  

 Hybridisation with domestic cats is one of the principal threats to the Scottish wildcat. A 
key necessity for wildcat conservation will be to restore an environment free from fertile 
cats of the domestic species. 

 

6. The threatened Scottish Wildcat – there are fewer SW than tigers in the world. 

 “Wildcats are a European Protected Species, listed on Annex IV of the Habitats Directive 
rather than Annex II, for which protected areas can be designated. Wildcats are a wide-ranging 
species and hence their protection does not lend itself to the designated site approach.”  
  

Paul Wheelhouse 30/07/2013 Answer to Question S4W-16207 in the Scottish Parliament.  
 

In Scotland, all cats, including feral cats, are considered as a non-native species (NNS) under 
the Wildlife and Natural Environment (Scotland) Act 2011. There is a presumption of ‘no-
release’ for NNS where the animal cannot be constrained from free movements into a new 
area. An animal is considered to be ‘released’ when it is no longer under human control.  The 
present definition of ‘under human control’ for cats is ‘expected to return’ (Scottish Government 
Code of Practice on Non-Native Species, 2012).  
This definition does not specify a time frame for the frequency of return nor require an owner to 
have a means of retrieving their cat or controlling its behaviour whilst away. Unneutered cats 
range widely, commonly never return, and colonise new territories producing offspring 
which being unneutered further colonise and extend into new ranges. 
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My petition to the Scottish Parliament.  
 
I propose that required neutering and microchipping of all owned cats is is a basic 
necessity for the welfare of the cat population, for human health and for all wildlife 
including the Scottish Wildcat.  
 
I’ve compared compulsory neutering and microchipping with for example the ban on smoking in 
public places – which was introduced as a basic necessity for the health of everyone and for 
the environment, which has now become the norm.  
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OWNED PET CAT POPULATION – SHOWING FIGURES FOR SCOTLAND 

Figures Notes 

SCOTLAND NOW  

.88 million owned cats Number of homes for cats is level/ 
decreasing** 

  

IF 13%* ARE UN-NEUTERED = 114,400 13% is an under-estimate due to 
methodology 

If half are female = 57,200 
 
X 5 kittens per average litter 
= 286,000 kittens a year 
 
Over 4 years (ignoring offspring 
reproduction) = = 1,144,000 new cats 
 

Cats kept unneutered can have 2 or 3 
litters per year so this is an under-estimate 
  
 
Increases the pet cat population by a factor 
of X 2.3 every 4 years  

  

IF 17% ARE UN-NEUTERED = 149,600 
 

More realistic.  90 years to get here. 
 

If half are female= 74,800 
 
X5 kittens per average litter 
= 374,000 kittens a year 
 
Over 4 years (ignoring offspring 
reproduction) 
= 1,496,000 new cats 
 

Cats kept unneutered can have 2 or 3 
litters per year so this is an under-estimate 
 
 
Increases the pet cat population by a factor 
of X 2.7 every 4 years  
 
 

  

IF 1% ARE UN-NEUTERED = 8,800 
 

Unlikely to achieve without new approach 

If half are female = 4,400 
 
X 5 kittens per average litter 
= 22,000 kittens a year 
 
Over 4 years (ignoring offspring 
reproduction) 
= 88,000 new cats  
 

Cats kept unneutered can have 2 or 3 
litters per year so this is an under-estimate 
 
Increases the pet cat population by a factor 
of X .10 every 4 years 
 
Need decrease in population. 
 
Scope for licensed breeders  
 

 
*PDSA warns of potential cat-astrophe (23 February 2016) PDSDA Animal Well-being PAW report 
**RSPCA ‘Tackling the Cat Crisis’ report (2014) 
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ANNEX B 
 

Scottish Wildcat Action 
Proposal for additional control measures on domestic cat ownership in Scotland as a 

conservation action to protect the Scottish Wildcat. 
 
1. Executive Summary 

 The purpose of this proposal is to stimulate constructive public and governmental 

dialogue and debate over responsible cat ownership, with the aim of aiding the 

conservation of the Scottish Wildcat, and to improve domestic cat welfare.  

 

 A key threat to the conservation of the endangered Scottish wildcat is hybridisation with 

domestic cats. There are estimated to be at least 100,000 feral cats in Scotland under 

varying degrees of human control, from none to being partially or wholly dependent on 

humans for food and shelter. Un-neutered owned cats may also hybridise with wildcats. 

Feline infectious diseases spread from domestic cats to wildcats are also understood to 

pose a conservation threat to the species. 

 

 In Scotland, all cats, including feral cats and hybrids are considered as a non-native 

species (NNS) under the Wildlife and Natural Environment (Scotland) Act 2011. It is a 

strict liability offence to keep, release or allow a NNS to be outwith its native range where 

it cannot be constrained from free movements into a new area. 

 

 Scottish Wildcat Action (SWA) proposes that, due to the unique threat posed by feral and 

un-neutered domestic cats, effective conservation of the Scottish wildcat requires urgent 

introduction by the Scottish Government of additional statutory control measures on 

domestic cat ownership.  The proposal fulfils existing NNS species legislative 

requirements under the Wildlife and Natural Environment (Scotland) Act 2011 by 

considering that neutering brings a cat under human control and constrains it from free 

movements into a new area. 

 

 In combination with the existing conservation interventions in priority areas described in 

the Scottish Wildcat Action plan (SWCAP), we propose the following measures are 

necessary to ensure the continued effectiveness of conservation measures across the 

whole of Scotland after the five year scope of the current Action Plan:   

 

1. A neutered cat is defined as being under human control and is exempt from NNS 

legislation.  

2. Responsible ownership and control of a cat requires: 

a) Compulsory neutering of all* owned cats in Scotland to prevent hybridisation 

with wildcats or existing hybrids, and to minimise the threat from feline 

infectious diseases. *A licensed exemption scheme will allow continued 

responsible breeding of owned domestic cats. 

b) Compulsory identification of all owned cats by microchipping and their 

registration, and maintenance of registration, on an authorised commercial 

database. Neutered feral cats must be identified by ear-tipping. 
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c) A licence to keep, release or allow any unneutered cats, including feral cats 

 

 The proposed measures are applicable to the whole of Scotland. Restriction to the 

currently identified wildcat priority areas, or other areas where Scottish wildcats may 

exist, would be almost impossible to define and would discriminate against cat owners 

within such areas. In addition if wildcats are reintroduced to areas where they are 

currently extirpated, these areas would not need to be added to existing areas. The 

additional significant benefits to domestic cat welfare and health (as defined in the 

Code of Practice for the welfare of cats), and potentially other wildlife species, mean 

that these measures are equally applicable to all domestic cat owners. 

 

 Neutering and microchipping provides the opportunity for consideration and direction 

of an appropriate preventive medicine programme (e.g. vaccination, anti-parasitic 

treatment, etc.) of all cats by a veterinary surgeon. Exact requirements, such as 

diseases included, age of vaccination, exemptions, and frequency of vaccination 

should be determined by the veterinary surgeon.  

 

 Consideration will need to be given to subsidised neutering, microchipping and 

vaccination schemes to promote and encourage compliance. Emphasis on the 

conservation rationale to save the Scottish wildcat from extinction, in addition to the 

health and welfare benefits to domestic cats, should be encouraged. 

 

2. Introduction and background 

2.1 The Scottish Wildcat Conservation Action Plan (SWCAP), launched in 2014, is 
an evidence-based national activity plan that aims to deliver a comprehensive programme of 
actions over five years to reverse the decline of the Scottish Wildcat and secure its future as an 
iconic Scottish predator species. The Action Plan represents the contributions of leading 
wildcat experts from over 20 key organisations and focuses on land management, responsible 
domestic cat ownership, feral cat control, and conservation breeding, underpinned by rigorous 
scientific and technical oversight and ongoing reactive monitoring of wildcat populations. 
Effective communication, with stakeholder and public engagement, are recognised as key to 
the success of the Action Plan, and for its legacy to continue beyond its five year scope. 
  
2.2 The Scottish wildcat faces a unique threat among endangered species in Scotland in that 
one of the key factors contributing to the species’ decline is dilution of its genetic integrity by 
hybridisation with the domestic cat. This situation is rarely encountered in species 
conservation, whereby a closely related non-native domesticated species has largely 
unhindered access to opportunities to interact and interbreed with a wild-living endangered 
species. 
  
2.3 The continuing threat of hybridisation is posed by both un-owned feral domestic cats, and 
from un-neutered owned domestic cats, due to the potential ability of both categories to roam 
freely in wildcat habitat. Domestic cats have retained the innate ability to hunt live prey (e.g. 
rodents and birds) and are thus able to utilise and survive on a wild diet, competing with the 
wildcat for food, and straying into wildcat territory where hybridization can then occur between 
the two species. 
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2.4 There are estimated to be at least 100,000 feral cats in Scotland (Cats Protection). Feral 
cats vary from truly free-living and independent of people, relying solely on predation for food, 
to being partially or wholly dependent on people via food sources that are either deliberately or 
unintentionally supplied.  Feral cats cannot be considered under human control, by definition, 
as they are unsocialised to humans and there is no control over their free movement. 
 
2.5 Owned domestic cats may also be under varying degrees of human control and either 
wholly or partly dependent on people for food and shelter. Although some are kept solely as 
house pets and never have access to the outdoors, cats are unique among domestic pets in 
the UK in that most are allowed to have unlimited free access to the natural environment 
(urban or rural) without any direct physical control or confinement, and without the owners 
being aware of their whereabouts or interactions with other animals. Despite this, the 
expectation is that an owned cat will return and is dependent on its owner for (most of its) food 
and other requirements. 
 
2.6 In 2015, 25% of UK households owned a cat and there are an estimated 11.1 million pet 
cats in the UK (PDSA 2015).  Numbers of owned pet cats in Scotland are not known. Current 
estimates of levels of neutering of pet cats in the UK range from 64.8%in a survey of 009 cats 
with known causes of mortality in England (O’Neill 2015), to 92% in a survey of 12,334 cat 
owners (PDSA 2015). In the same survey, the PDSA (2015) found that 46% of cats were 
microchipped and 74 % vaccinated; but 9% of owners reported their cat had already had one 
litter, and, of these, 65% report their cat’s pregnancy was unplanned. However, levels of 
neutering and microchipping in Scotland are not known, and feral cat populations remain large, 
due to continuing reproduction and influx of new animals, e.g. unwanted or abandoned 
(stray/previously owned) cats, as well as continuing opportunities for existing feral cats to mate 
with un-neutered owned cats. This is also due to the high reproductive rate of domestic cats 
(one female cat, a mate, plus their kittens can produce up to 400,000 kittens a in seven years, 
even accounting for only 25% of the kittens surviving to reproductive age). 
 
2.7 Due to their ability to roam freely, both domestic cats and feral domestic cats have the 
potential to encounter wildcats or already existing hybrids, and if un-neutered, breed with them.  
In addition, direct and indirect contact with wildcats is a pathway for disease transmission. 
Common pathogens of domestic cats have been identified in wildcats, and the scientific 
assumption is that these have been acquired from the domestic cat (Leutenegger et al. 1999; 
McOrist et al. 1991; Millan & Rodriguez, 2009). 
 
2.8 In addition to the threats of hybridisation and disease to wildcats, both feral and owned cats 
are known to prey on significant numbers of wild species. Globally, there is increasing evidence 
of the ecological impacts of free-ranging cats via direct predation on native prey (Crooks & 
Soulé 1999; Baker et al. 2005; Slater, 2005; van Heezik et al. 2010; Loss et al. 2013), and they 
are listed as one of the 100 worst invasive species in the world (Lowe et al. 2000). For 
example, one UK study  over a five month period estimated that nine million cats caught 92 
million prey items (Woods et al. 2003), consisting of 57 million mammals, 27 million birds and 
five million reptiles and amphibians. Domestic cats therefore pose a potential conservation 
threat to many wildlife species, not just Scottish wildcats, although the extent of the impact on 
Scottish wild animal populations is unknown. 
 
2.9 A recent study (Gramza et al. 2016) highlights that long-term solutions to the issue of free-
ranging domestic cats will necessitate human behavioural change, and indicates that changes 
in risk perceptions may result in behavioural change. Public awareness of cat-related risk 
perceptions and attitudes, such as to native species conservation and disease risks, could be 
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used to develop communication programmes aimed at promoting risk-aversive behaviours 
among cat owners and cat-management strategies that are both acceptable to the public and 
directly advance  conservation of native species (Gramza et al. 2016). 
 
3. Legal considerations 

3.1 In Scotland, feral cats and hybrids are considered as a non-native species (NNS) under the 
Wildlife and Natural Environment (Scotland) Act 2011, which significantly amended the 
provisions under Section 14 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981.  These aim to prevent 
the release and spread of non-native animals (and plants) into areas where they can cause 
damage to native habitats and species or economic interests.  In Scotland, there is a 
presumption of ‘no-release’ for species that are outwith their ‘native range’.   Under this 
legislation a strict liability ‘release’ offence for a non-native animal constitutes releasing, 
allowing to escape from captivity, or causing to be outwith the control of any person, at a place 
outwith its native range, where it cannot be constrained from free movements into a new 
areaAn animal is considered to be ‘released’ when it is no longer under human control (SNH 
Native Range Guidance 2014). 
  
3.2 Circumstances in which animals are not considered to be ‘released’ include: animals kept 
in enclosures from which they cannot escape; free-range livestock which can be gathered for 
husbandry purposes; and pets or working animals that are expected to return to their owners. 
Therefore, owned cats that roam freely are not normally considered ‘released’. 
  
3.3 Release of a feral cat or hybrid may be allowed under a non-native species licence from 
Scottish Natural Heritage (e.g. after being temporarily captured for neutering purposes (see 
section 4). Persons that release feral cats, e.g. to provide vermin control, are committing an 
offence. 
 
3.4. Currently there are no requirements for pet cats to be registered or individually identified. 
In contrast, compulsory microchipping of pet dogs and registration on one of the authorised 
commercial databases was introduced in the UK in April 2016. There is also no requirement for 
an owner to be aware of their cat’s whereabouts, but to be not considered non-native, it must 
be expected to return. A time frame for or frequency of this expectation is not defined. In 
contrast, it is still a legal requirement under the Control of Dogs Order 1992 for a dog to wear a 
collar with the owner's name and address on it when in a public place. Both the Dogs Act 1871 
and the Dangerous Dogs Act 1991, require an owner to have proper control of their dog. 
 
3.5 The Animal Health and Welfare (Scotland) Act 2006 requires that cat owners have a duty of 
care to ensure that the welfare needs of an animal are met. This applies to all cats considered 
under human control), even if they live wholly or partly in a free-ranging state, e.g.  farm cats. 
Under this Act, the  Scottish Government Code of Practice for the Welfare of Cats, 
recommends that owners consider neutering their cat to prevent unwanted kittens, reduce 
wandering behaviour and for numerous health benefits, including the limiting of spread of 
infectious disease. It also recommends individual identification of cats by microchipping, or 
alternatively by the wearing of a collar, but this is considered a less secure method and has the 
potential for causing injury. 
 
3.6 There are currently no requirements for compulsory neutering of owned pet animals not 
required for breeding.  Although the breeding of dogs, where they produce more than five litters 
per year, is controlled (The Breeding of Dogs Act 1973 and the Breeding and Sale of Dogs 
(Welfare) Act 1999), this does not cover neutering and there is no similar legislation for cats. 
Many other countries have now adopted, or have under consideration, legislation requiring 
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compulsory neutering of both cats and dogs, with an exemption system for licensed breeders 
e.g. Australia, certain areas of the USA, Belgium. These schemes have arisen out of the 
recognition that there is an urgent need to control and reduce the high numbers of unwanted 
cats being abandoned and requiring euthanasia or continuously contributing to the feral cat 
populations, rather than for conservation of a closely related wild cat species. Such schemes 
have varying degrees of compliance and success. 
  
4. Current and previous control measures to prevent hybridisation of domestic cats 

with wildcats  

4.1 Voluntary neutering of owned cats will prevent breeding with feral, hybrid or wildcats and 
cut off a source of unwanted kittens that may be abandoned or released. Neutering also 
reduces roaming and fighting behaviour that contributes to interactions that promote the spread 
of feline infectious diseases. Levels of neutering of owned cats in Scotland are not currently 
known. . It is clear, however, that the prominent ongoing appeals for voluntary neutering of 
domestic cats which have been in place for nearly a century  have not been sufficient to 
prevent the flow of unneutered domestic cats into the environment to become stray or feral, 
and breed to contribute to the population of both feral and hybrid cats. 
  
4.2 Trap, neuter, release (TNR) or trap, neuter , vaccinate, release (TNVR) programmes are 
recognised and recommended in international studies and guidelines as a valid option for 
unowned cat management (ISFM, 2013; WSPA, 2011) and  are carried out by some charities 
and voluntary organisations, e.g.  Cats Protection.  TNVR is a key action of the SWCAP to 
reduce the threat of hybridisation and spread of disease, and will be carried out, under NNS 
licencing, in combination with existing schemes. 
  
4.3 For TNR to be effective in reducing populations, sustained levels of at least 71-94% of the 
population being neutered are required (Natoli et al. 2006). However, the authors of one study 
(Natoli et al 2006) concluded that, in the absence of a public education campaign to stop 
people from abandoning cats, i.e. to ‘turn off the tap’, TNR efforts of feral cats are “a waste of 
money, time and energy.” In addition, these figures of >70% are derived from defined urban 
populations, whereas required levels and effectiveness for more diffuse rural populations are 
not known, but are likely to be higher. 
 
4.4 A targeted TNR programme in the Cairngorms National Park  (Cairngorms Wildcat Project) 
between 2005 and 2011 resulted in seven veterinary practices neutering >7500 cats (2005-
2011), and Cats Protection neutering 3200 cats, both feral and owned. However, this has been 
discontinued, and any lasting effect on cat populations in this area is not known. 
 
5. Key issues surrounding feral and un-neutered domestic cats 

5.1 The current situation with respect to free-ranging cats is that the degree of control and 
declaration of ‘ownership’ considered necessary in distinguishing whether a cat is owned or 
unowned is ill-defined and subject to interpretation. For example, a person may state that they 
‘own’ a cat even if they did not originally acquire it, do not feed it, and it lives entirely in a free-
ranging state with no human control over its movements; whereas, in other situations a clearly 
unowned or previously-owned ‘stray’ cat may be fed by a person, either regularly or 
occasionally, but they clearly state that they do not own that animal. 
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5.2 Owners of un-neutered domestic cats that are allowed to range freely have no control over 
where they go, or their reproductive interactions, either with other domestic cats, or with hybrids 
or Scottish wildcats. 
 
5.3 All cats are NNS, and it is an offence to keep, release or allow a NNS to be outwith its 
native range where it cannot be constrained from free movements into a new area. Un-
neutered cats could be considered outwith human control due to the high risk of them 
wandering, having uncontrolled pregnancies and colonising new areas. Neutering of cats could 
be considered as undertaking due diligence to demonstrate that steps have been taken to 
prevent free movement into new areas under NNS legislation. 
 
5.3 Advocates of responsible pet cat ownership, such as the veterinary profession and animal 
welfare charities, widely promote routine neutering and vaccination against common infectious 
diseases.  
 
6. Proposal 

6.1  The purpose of this proposal is to stimulate constructive public and governmental 
dialogue and debate over responsible cat ownership, with the aim of aiding the conservation of 
the Scottish Wildcat, and to improve domestic cat welfare.  Current voluntary schemes are 
clearly not sufficient to reduce and ultimately prevent the recruitment of free-ranging and 
unowned reproductively competent cats that are able to hybridise with the Scottish wildcat and 
pose the major direct threat to its conservation and survival. 
 
6.2 Scottish Wildcat Action (SWA) proposes that, due to the unique threat posed by feral and 
un-neutered domestic cats, effective conservation of the Scottish wildcat requires urgent 
introduction by the Scottish Government of additional statutory control measures on domestic 
cat ownership.  This proposal fulfils existing NNS species legislative requirements under the 
Wildlife and Natural Environment (Scotland) Act 2011 by considering that neutering brings a 
cat under human control and constrains it from free movements into a new area. 
 
6.3 In combination with the existing conservation interventions in priority areas described in the 
Scottish Wildcat Action plan (SWCAP), we propose the following measures are necessary to 
ensure the continued effectiveness of conservation measures across the whole of Scotland 
after the five year scope of the current Action Plan:   
 

1. A neutered cat is defined as being under human control and is exempt from NNS 

legislation.  

2. Responsible ownership and control of a cat requires: 

a) Compulsory neutering of all* owned cats in Scotland to prevent hybridisation 

with wildcats or existing hybrids, and to minimise the threat from feline 

infectious diseases. *A licensed exemption scheme will allow continued 

responsible breeding of owned domestic cats. 

 

b) Compulsory identification of all owned cats by microchipping and their 

registration, and maintenance of registration, on an authorised commercial 

database. Neutered feral cats must be identified by ear-tipping. 

c) A licence to keep, release or allow any unneutered cats to be at a place, 

including feral cats 
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6.3 The proposed measures are applicable to the whole of Scotland. Restriction to the currently 
identified wildcat priority areas, or other areas where Scottish wildcats may exist, would be 
almost impossible to define and would discriminate against cat owners within such areas. In 
addition if wildcats are reintroduced to areas where they are currently extirpated, these areas 
would not need to be added to existing areas. The additional significant benefits to domestic 
cat welfare and health (as defined in the Code of Practice for the welfare of cats), and 
potentially other wildlife species, mean that these measures are equally applicable to all 
domestic cat owners. 
 
6.4 Neutering and microchipping provides the opportunity for consideration and direction of an 
appropriate preventive medicine programme (e.g. vaccination, anti-parasitic treatment, etc.) of 
all cats by a veterinary surgeon. Exact requirements, such as diseases included, age of 
vaccination, exemptions, and frequency of vaccination should be determined by the veterinary 
surgeon. 
  
6.5 Consideration will need to be given to subsidised neutering, microchipping and vaccination 
schemes to promote and encourage compliance. Emphasis on the conservation rationale to 
save the Scottish wildcat from extinction, in addition to the health and welfare benefits to 
domestic cats, should be encouraged. 
 
Professor Anna Meredith, Lead – SWACP TNR subgroup July 2016 
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