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CAT BILL 2011 

Second Reading 

Resumed from 28 September. 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [11.48 am]: Last night during the debate on this bill I was talking 
about the history behind cat legislation, and in particular the process that I undertook back in 2001 to develop 
and consult on a draft cat bill. I was saying that one of the interesting areas was that the level of support for cat 
management varied a lot across the state. Interestingly, some of the geographical areas that were very keen to 
have cat management were the larger regional centres, such as Bunbury, Albany and Geraldton. It is interesting 
also to look at the research on the impact of cats. I make a differentiation here between domestic cats and true 
feral cats. The major impact of feral cats has been in the desert regions of Western Australia, where cats have 
probably been present for hundreds of years, and probably arrived in Australia on early European ships.  

If we look at Indigenous mythology around cats, we can see that Indigenous people have had cats in their stories 
for quite a long time. Therefore, true feral cats have probably been around and had quite a significant impact in 
the desert parts of Australia for a considerable time. However, roaming cats and wild cats are domestic cats that 
have gone wild and have not yet made the transition to true feral. As we have had a debate in this place about 
true feral cats, we know that they can be huge and very intimidating. The major impact of feral cats is on areas 
where the urban fringe meets bushland. That kind of makes sense. We know that cats, including well-fed 
domestic cats, can and do roam up to 10 kilometres a night to hunt. Feedback I got from local councils and 
rangers indicated a lot of interest in statewide legislation to make it easier for them to regulate cats in those areas. 

I acknowledge the various comments that have been made so far in debate in this place, particularly the comment 
that cats have a very valuable role in our community as companion animals. I wanted to make sure when I 
considered this bill that we would not unreasonably impinge on people’s rights, particularly on the right of older 
people or low-income people to own a cat. The bill is about responsible cat ownership and ensuring that every 
cat is a loved cat—I thought at the time that would make a nice little campaign. The key issue is that every cat 
ought to be easily identified. The discussion about tattooing a cat’s ear is an important one. I understand it will 
be up to the discretion of the owner if they want their cat’s ear tattooed, but that would be the easiest way for a 
ranger to identify whether a cat is owned, and it would certainly assist with cat management in country shires. 
We had a debate in this place about the difficulty of catching cats and how often it is a great advantage to deal 
with them from a distance. I believe, from talking to rangers at Manjimup, that it is easier to shoot truly wild cats 
from a distance because they are very hard to catch. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: It is hard to trap them. 

Hon GIZ WATSON: Trapping cats is very difficult. I have a country property, as members are probably aware, 
and I will tell my little cat story on that property now that we have heard other members’ stories. The cat in this 
story does not have a name, I am sorry. 

Several members interjected. 

Hon GIZ WATSON: I did not know the cat long enough to get its name! 

I was looking after a property for a friend, which is a Land for Wildlife property. Those properties are interesting 
in that a lot of people have made the effort to manage their land in a way to maximise native fauna. The property 
is a beautiful property of mixed rural and bush on the south coast. It has wonderful birds and I actually found a 
pygmy possum outside the back door and rehabilitated it for a couple of weeks. It is a great spot. However, one 
day a cat appeared, first evidenced by a pile of feathers on the grass. The cat—I would say it was semi-wild, and 
pregnant—was hanging around and basically eating whatever it could, but it was tame enough for me to 
approach it and pat it. I rang the City of Albany and said, “I’ve got a cat. I’m on Land for Wildlife. What can I 
do?” Do members know what the reply was? It was, “You know, what you need to do is get on to your member 
of Parliament and suggest that we have statewide legislation to manage cats.” I said, “Funny you should say 
that!” 

Several members interjected. 

Hon GIZ WATSON: I did not make that up at all. I was very impressed with the level of knowledge of the need 
for statewide legislation. The ranger said, “No, we don’t deal with cats.” So, I rang the RSPCA and was told, 
“No, we don’t deal with cats either.” In this story of looking after stray and unwanted cats, it is interesting to 
note that the RSPCA has a no-kill policy. It keeps a certain number of cats and is funded by the state 
government, but when it has too many cats, it gives them to the Cat Haven. 
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The Cat Haven is fully funded and run by volunteers, often elderly women who bequeath money to the 
organisation when they die because they love cats. The dilemma for those volunteers at the Cat Haven is that at 
least half their work is disposing of unwanted cats. Although the figure mentioned was 5 000 cats disposed of 
statewide annually, I suggest that is a huge underestimate. When I looked at this sort of legislation 10 years ago, 
the Cat Haven was euthanasing 9 000 cats a year—and that was just in part of the metropolitan area; local 
councils were doing the work as well; and of course a huge number of cats were being euthanased in country 
areas. That figure of 5 000 cats is therefore just the tip of the iceberg. Interestingly enough, the people at the Cat 
Haven, who have been great advocates for this legislation right through from when I was working on it, should 
be congratulated for their persistence; they really have driven the change. It is interesting for a cat welfare 
organisation to be the one doing this, and it is doing it at some risk. Once the people there blew the whistle on 
the number of cats in the state that were being destroyed, they ran the risk of their donors not giving them any 
more money. However, I certainly discussed this matter with them and they decided that it must be done because 
their standing in the community will be instrumental in getting this legislation across the line. I therefore 
congratulate the people at the Cat Haven for their decade-plus-long campaign on this; they have done an 
excellent job. 

Where was I with that story? The RSPCA does not deal with cats. I then rang the Department of Environment 
and Conservation and said, “This is Land for Wildlife. What do you do about assisting a landowner to deal with 
a cat that’s preying on native fauna?” The answer was, “We don’t do anything. We can’t help you.” In the past 
DEC hired out traps but it does not do that any more because of insurance issues. This incident has occurred to 
me three times in three separate summers, so I know a lot about trying to catch wild cats. 

Hon Kate Doust: Hon Max Trenorden last night offered up a couple of rural solutions. 

Hon GIZ WATSON: There are rural solutions and they are part of the reason that we need some firm legislation 
around the management of cats. I have always argued that as we have laws around the management of dogs, it is 
perfectly reasonable to have laws around the management of cats. I am sure that when dog legislation came in 
during the 1970s there were many similar arguments about it being unnecessary and about it impinging on 
people’s right to have pets. However, I think we now understand that it was a really good move to have 
legislation to limit the number of dogs on a property et cetera.  

To get back to the story, the shire ranger in Albany said, “Really, the only thing you can do is take the cat into 
the vet and have it put down.” So, I did the right thing. I rang all the neighbours to see whether anybody had a 
stray cat or knew of a stray cat. Nobody knew anything about it. I was therefore left with the unfortunate task of 
taking the cat into town, having it put down, collecting it after it had been put down and taking it home and 
burying it. Most people would not do that. Most people would probably have taken it out the back and whacked 
it on the head with a shovel. We really do not want that. These are real things that happen all the time. It is one 
of the reasons that we need to reduce the number of cats to ensure as much as we possibly can that all cats are 
wanted and well cared for. The bill is as much about cat welfare as it is about managing the impact on native 
fauna. 

I want to touch on the question of the impact on native fauna. Members have raised that issue and I have spent 
quite a lot of time looking at that research. We know about the impact of feral cats on desert ecosystems and 
other ecosystems, but domestic or semi-wild cats similarly have a large impact on native fauna, including 
reptiles and frogs. Hon Alison Xamon was telling me a very sad story. 

Hon Alison Xamon: I am going to speak about that. 

Hon GIZ WATSON: Hon Alison Xamon will speak about that so I will not allude to that. I will let her speak 
about cats that prey on frogs. Indeed, they prey on insects. They are pretty voracious, they eat a lot and have a 
quite large impact on fauna. 

There is another factor that members may not be aware of. When I looked into this issue, I spoke at some length 
at animal refuge centres with people who rehabilitate injured native fauna. I found that one of the issues with 
cats is when an animal is attacked by a cat. Because cats carry very many diseases and make puncture wounds 
with either their teeth or their claws, the bird, lizard or little furry thing that they have grabbed—even if it 
escapes—usually dies. Therefore, when someone brings into a refuge centre an animal or bird, in particular, that 
has been attacked by a cat, it is virtually written off straightaway. Only about 10 per cent of the larger birds will 
survive a cat attack, even if it is only a scratch. So the impact is not just what the cats manage to eat; it is the 
damage they do on the way. Unfortunately, because they are cats and it is their natural habit, they enjoy hunting 
just for the sake of hunting, even if they do not necessarily kill and even if they are well fed. I noted the story 
about the bells. I think that is fascinating. I have had people describe to me watching their cat hunt with a bell in 
its mouth. It swung the collar around and put the bell in its mouth so that it did not make a noise while it was 
hunting. 
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Another interesting thing is that when I talked to the rangers, a lot of the issues with cats that they dealt with 
were nuisance issues such as cats fighting; cats going into neighbours’ properties and trying to get into their 
aviaries; and, interestingly enough, cats defecating in their neighbours’ sandpits so that the kids had to deal with 
very unpleasant and dangerous things left in the sand. That is one of the unique things about cats. Managing dogs 
is quite different. Not many dogs jump over the fence and cause that sort of impact. However, cats, of course, 
will roam, and that is again part of their habit. Therefore, I agree that ultimately the question of containing cats 
within properties comes up. I know that a lot of people have voluntarily provided enclosed areas for their cats to 
exercise, and I think that is a really good way of being a responsible cat owner. Cats raised in that way from 
when they were kittens seem to be quite content with that kind of circumstance. 

Although the circumstances are different and cats are different animals from dogs, I have always argued that 
they should, as companion animals, be treated in a similar way in requiring identification, registration, 
sterilisation and certain restrictions that can be imposed by a local authority. I think that giving local authorities 
the flexibility to tailor their local by-laws is essential. It was argued that the existing provisions allowed local 
authorities a degree of flexibility. However, Hon Lynn MacLaren made the point that this Parliament has dealt 
with a number of disallowance motions regarding cat local laws from different councils. Again, when the results 
came back to the Parliament, it reinforced for me again that we need to have the framework of a statewide bill, 
which we now have, and that is great. 

I believe that this bill will be good in having an impact on cat welfare. Over time, it will certainly reduce the 
number of unwanted cats. It will reduce the cost of unwanted cats in many terms—obviously, environmental 
terms is one that I am very aware of. Interestingly enough, some of the research that I looked at when I was 
trying to promote the idea of a cat bill showed that even among cat owners there was very strong support for 
legislation on cats. A study was done by Murdoch University a few years ago. It surveyed community attitudes 
on cat ownership. That is a very good piece of evidence to suggest that the community is now well ready for 
legislation in this area. 

I have noted that the costs to cat welfare organisations of managing unwanted cats are huge. Again, the Cat 
Haven stands out as the premier example, but other organisations, and individuals, for that matter, have taken on 
the role of trying to assist with the number of unwanted cats, including going out to communities in which there 
is an excessive number of cats and in which cats are breeding freely, taking those cats, having them sterilised and 
having them taken back. Individuals in the conservation movement have been doing this at their own cost as a 
contribution to cat management, and they, too, should be thanked and acknowledged for that work. 

Another thing is that the bill will deal with some of the pressures on local governments. An issue was raised 
about the difficulty of catching cats. I met with the WA Rangers Association to talk to it about the challenges of 
catching unwanted animals. Yes, it did have a concern that quite a lot of the damage that is done as a result of 
hunting and nuisance behaviour by cats happens at night, and that is an issue in terms of people, reasonably, not 
wanting to work at night in their capacity as rangers. I think that is overcome by people keeping their cats 
indoors at night. That is probably the best contribution that cat owners can make, because it is good in reducing 
the nuisance behaviour and hunting of cats at night. That is also when cats get into fights. They get injured, so 
there is the cost of vet bills and damage to property. They also get hit by cars. Most of those things happen at 
night, so keeping a cat indoors is the best all-round solution to that. I know that the people from the Cat Haven 
have made offers to the rangers from the various councils to assist them by sharing with them the skills that they 
have developed over time in capturing stray and unwanted cats. They say, yes, it is not as easy as catching dogs, 
but they can do it, and they are happy to train other people to do that. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: My kids used to bring them home to me, and that was usually how we ended up with 
them. 

Hon GIZ WATSON: Yes. I came across another interesting statistic when investigating cats. It is estimated that 
of all the people who have a cat, only half directly went out and got a cat. With the other half, the cat found 
them, which is fascinating. It indicates that a lot of roaming cats are out there. My sister is a case in point. She 
did not have a cat, but this cat kept on coming to her back door, and it was a rather pleasant cat, and now she has 
a cat. They are very adaptable and well tuned to — 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: Whose house they can live at. 

Hon GIZ WATSON: Yes—to ingratiating themselves into people’s lives, and sometimes that works really well. 
However, it is an indication of the number of surplus cats out there, I guess. Other cats actually do the rounds. 
They pretend that they do not live with somebody, and they go around and eat at the various restaurants in the 
neighbourhood. That is another cat behaviour. 

I will summarise why I think this bill will address the substantial issue of an excessive number of cats in the 
state. Sterilisation has always been identified as the key. I note that this bill requires sterilisation, rather than the 
approach in the Dog Act, which is to have a differential registration fee for a sterilised animal as opposed to an 
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unsterilised animal. I think this is the right approach with cats. The point has been made before, and I will make 
it again, that cats breed very readily, and they are much more mobile than dogs. If people have a dog and they 
want to stop it breeding, they can keep the gate firmly locked, and usually that works—sometimes they dig their 
way out. However, cats are really difficult to contain in that regard. 

I agree with the comments that have been made about the age for sterilisation. I strongly support an earlier age 
for sterilisation. Again, I had the same advice from the vets I consulted; that is, there is no physiological reason 
to not sterilise a cat at the age of three months. Indeed, a lot of them have a first litter before they are six months 
old, so we could potentially miss that vital first litter phase. I encourage the government, if it has not fully 
consulted with vets, to bear in mind that that is their understanding with cats. 

I note that the bill does not deal with a limit on the number of cats that can be on any property at any time. My 
bill originally suggested a limit of two and that people would require a licence if they wanted to have more than 
two cats. I note that this will now be in the regulations and at the wishes of the local authority as to whether there 
might be a restriction on the number of cats on a property. I would be interested to know whether that restriction 
included zero—does it mean that a local authority could actually say no cats? 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: I think there’s one now in WA that says no cats. 

Hon GIZ WATSON: That would deal with that scenario. There is a huge difference with the impacts of cats on 
a well-established suburb such as Nedlands. I heard the argument why they needed cats there; I was told, 
authoritatively, that there are apparently a lot of rats in Nedlands because it is a well-established and leafy 
suburb. 

Hon Peter Collier: Depends what variety of rat! 

Hon GIZ WATSON: Sorry; I missed that. 

Hon Peter Collier: The variety of rat! 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: How big are the rats? 

Hon GIZ WATSON: I did not ask how big the rats were! Members know that I have made disparaging 
comments about Peppermint Grove; today I chose Nedlands! 

Nedlands residents wanted to be able to have numerous cats because, they assured me, they need to keep mice 
and rat numbers down, as opposed to residents of some of the new suburbs that have been created on the fringes 
of the metropolitan area and, indeed, established suburbs in the hills region, where the ongoing impact of cats on 
adjacent bushland is significant. Again, cats will regularly roam at least five kilometres to hunt, and that is just 
domestic cats, let alone ones that choose to live wild or that have been abandoned in bushland. 

I note that in a number of other states, particularly Victoria, areas have been established where people cannot 
have cats on their property. I think it is true to say that some shires here have taken that approach in some 
subdivisions; I am particularly thinking of Albany, which I am more familiar with. Whether they are enforceable 
or whether they are just advisory, I am not sure, but I suggest that this bill should provide for what would be, in 
effect, cat-free zones. That would mean that a local authority could say that it would not allow cats in a new 
subdivision in a particular area if it was adjacent to a nature reserve or a significant area of native fauna. That 
would also make the management of cats in that area very straightforward: if there is a cat in the area, the local 
authority can take it away, after checking if it has an owner, as it would with a dog — 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: I take it you don’t own a cat? 

Hon GIZ WATSON: Not at this point in my life, no! I have owned dogs and I have owned a cat. I do not have 
any pets. I have some worms, but that is something else! I have a worm cafe; they are great! They are wonderful; 
they eat organic waste and produce wonderful soil conditioner. 

Hon Lynn MacLaren: You can’t take them for walks! 

Hon GIZ WATSON: I have tried taking them for a walk, but they are not really conducive to walking too far! 

In effect, a local authority could establish a cat-free zone. 

Another point which was touched on and which I strongly support is the issue of the sale of kittens from pet 
shops. The evidence is that this issue needs to be resolved. The only source of cats should be registered breeders; 
that does not mean that everyone has to have a Persian cat or some particularly fancy breed of cat, but it would 
mean that management of the source of cats would go back to registered breeders. That way we could make sure 
that they are actually providing the best environment for breeding cats. Again, when I started looking into the 
sources of a lot of these kittens, I found they were people who had 20 or 30 cats on their property, breeding left, 
right and centre, and they were making an income by supplying kittens to pet shops. The conditions in some of 
those houses were extraordinary; I actually went into a couple of them. The people argued that the cats loved it 
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because they could roam anywhere and breed anywhere, but to me they were absolutely appalling conditions for 
both people and cats. Registered breeders would be required to maintain certain facilities and standards. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: Most people have never bought a cat in their life. If you want a fancy cat, you go and 
buy one, but most people have never actually paid for a cat. 

Hon GIZ WATSON: Yes. I am not suggesting that people have to pay huge amounts; I think there can still be a 
reasonable cost associated with it. 

I touched on the issue of tattoo identification associated with microchipping. I actually think that that is a good 
provision; if people’s cats are microchipped, they can get the tattoo as well. Both those processes are very quick 
and relatively non-invasive, and a lot better for the cat than requiring them to wear a collar. There are problems 
with keeping collars on and problems with cats getting tangled in their collars et cetera. A lot of people do not 
actually like putting collars on their cats, so they do not do it. Cats clearly do not like it and try to get them off. 

The final point I want to raise is one that I raised in the first draft of my bill, on the issue of cat curfews. That 
relates to the impact of cats occurring mostly after dark, and the multiple benefits of keeping cats indoors at 
night. I note that this bill makes certain provisions for local authorities, and I would be interested to know 
whether that goes as far as allowing a local authority to impose what would be, in effect, a curfew on cats. When 
I consulted on this issue, it was one of the more controversial areas; people thought it was unreasonably 
restrictive of the natural behaviour of a cat, and I understand that argument. Again, I think cat owners in the 
community have moved on in this debate, in the sense that a lot of people are making the choice to impose what 
is, in effect, a curfew on their cats anyway, either by enclosing them so that they do not roam, or by keeping 
them in at night. If cats are raised that way as kittens, they are perfectly content and happy to be indoor animals. 
I would be interested to know whether the bill will provide an opportunity for councils to impose curfews. I 
dropped that issue from my bill because I would rather get legislation through Parliament than have something 
that would cause a lot of controversy. 

I want to congratulate the government for bringing forward a piece of legislation that could arguably have 
languished for a long time, because it is not exactly earth-shattering on some levels; it could be argued that it 
was, unfortunately, too much bother for the last government. Despite good evidence and quite a lot of work from 
the Western Australian Local Government Association, local authorities, the conservation movement and the Cat 
Haven, the former government was not to be persuaded.  

I again acknowledge the energy and persistence with which the member for Jandakot has pursued this 
legislation, in his inimitable style! When he first came to Parliament — 

Hon Kate Doust: He’s a dog owner too! 

Hon GIZ WATSON: He is a patron of the RSPCA! 

Hon Kate Doust: Yes, and a dog owner. 

Hon GIZ WATSON: What made the member think he was a dog owner! 

When he first became a member of this place, he approached me to say that he was aware I had previously 
introduced a bill on cats, so we had a really good conversation about that bit of history, and I provided him with 
all the information I had to assist him in this process, and we have talked on a number of occasions about 
progressing the legislation. I have enjoyed that degree of collaboration and I am pleased to see that there are 
areas of legislation that clearly can have broad support. I think this is a change that has been long in the making 
and, arguably, overdue. Hopefully we might be able to deal with the situation or have some tools to deal with the 
impact of cats on native fauna and native biodiversity and to deal with cat welfare. We need to do everything we 
can to ensure cats that are companion animals are well managed and every cat is a wanted cat. With those 
comments, I indicate my support for the bill. 

HON MICHAEL MISCHIN (North Metropolitan — Parliamentary Secretary) [12.20 pm]: I suppose one 
could speak for hours on the subject of cats and barely scratch the surface. Before we go into committee of the 
whole and pore over the bill clause by clause, I thought that I might share a few of my insights with the house. 
Originally, I was not going to speak on this subject but I have been inspired by some of the cat stories I have 
heard and feel I should not let the moment go past without talking about mine. I will get to that in due course. 

Although I do not accept for a moment the idea of animal rights—it is a fallacious concept and now is not the 
time to go into that sort of a debate—we should recognise the very close connection that domesticated animals 
have with humans and with our civilisation. It is easy to forget now, in the more urbanised and refined society 
that we occupy, the debt that we owe to certain species of animals that have sustained us throughout our 
evolution into our current level of civilisation. I suppose one needs to speculate about how we domesticated cats 
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and dogs. Their central part in our lives cannot be denied. Dogs having evolved originally from wolves, one can 
imagine the slow process involved in that. Presumably some puppies were brought along to a camp site after the 
mother had been killed. Those that proved to be particularly aggressive ended up with a stone axe through the 
head; and the ones that seemed to be more amenable to being playthings were retained, at least for a while. Over 
time, by a process of human selection, we ended up with domestic dogs. 

Cats, which excite an enormous amount of emotion and passion—some of it I think is psychopathic among some 
people who are avowed cat haters—had a different approach. I think that evolution started the moment humans 
started to settle into any sort of a community and accumulate any food. Vermin would have been attracted—rats, 
mice and things of that nature. Cats, being that sort of a predator and feeding off those sorts of things, were 
attracted to human places of residence and communities, and were a very useful means of keeping vermin under 
control. It is easy to dismiss that nowadays in thinking about some of our more settled suburbs. I suspect that is 
the case not only in Nedlands, but also in Subiaco, and Fremantle I expect because of its proximity to a working 
port. Those sorts of areas would have attracted and been breeding grounds for rats and mice. In the early days of 
the colony, things like cats would have been essential. It is not a question of just having introduced a foreign 
species; I suspect that from the first time some boat came over from Indonesia and beached on the shores of the 
north west some form of cat or dog was introduced into Australia and went feral. But from the point of view of 
the early settlers, cats would have been an important part of vermin control, hence their association with human 
society.  

As it happens, although cats as a species tend to avoid each other, they are quite amenable to finding comfort 
from human society and becoming part of it. Over the generations they have not only benefited from human 
association but also humans have benefited from them. Although their original purpose as controllers of vermin 
and the like may have disappeared—inasmuch as the idea of dogs being deterrents to predatory animals has 
diminished; nowadays we use them more to deter predatory humans—they have not been entirely supplanted. 
They have changed their role to become companions. It is a bit of a shame that we even have to control animals. 
I think it was Rousseau who said, “Man was born free, and everywhere he is in chains.” Animals are born free to 
a degree but everywhere live on the end of chains, or in cages, or with collars around their necks. It is part of 
human society that we feel we need to control everything. In the case of cats and dogs, there is a necessity to 
exercise some level of control because although they can be a great benefit to us, they can also be a nuisance and 
a hazard to people, to other wildlife and to people’s peace of mind.  

Turning again to the subject of dogs, one of the greatest sources of complaints to local councils is unruly dogs 
and barking dogs. I notice that many people who have written to me to complain about cats complain about cat 
fights, cats meowing during the mating season and fouling their kids’ sandpits. Dogs, if they were not controlled, 
would do far worse. We do not find too many cats meowing for hours on end at a house somewhere in the 
neighbourhood, disturbing the sleep of neighbours to the extent that dogs bark; nor do we run the risk of cats 
rushing into their neighbours’ homes and eating their children, as a dog in Melbourne did recently; or attacking 
passers-by when they slip their chain while tethered outside a shopping centre, as happened to my electorate 
officer recently when she was attacked by a dog while at the local shopping centre.  

The idea that one pet is better than the other is actually a fallacious argument—each has its good and bad bits. 
Some of the things dearest to them repel us, if we find it objectionable. Cats excite a considerable amount of 
emotion for some reason. As I mentioned, some of the views that one hears are almost psychopathic. On 
8 September an article appeared in The West Australian, when the cat laws were being debated in the other place. 
There was quite a charming photograph of a young lady leading her pet in a harness and on a leash. That excited 
the attention of one correspondent a few days later to refer to cats as “monsters” as if she was talking about 
sharks or the Creature from the Black Lagoon or something. Cats were described as killers of innocent smaller 
animals, as if there is guilt and innocence in the animal kingdom and some form of moral compass that we could 
hold animals to account for. We rarely hear those sorts of views expressed about dogs. With cats, on the other 
hand, people seem to go quite crazy sometimes. We only have to look at the witch crazes of the Middle Ages to 
see how some extreme things were done through an animus towards cats in particular, although of course that 
was also associated with certain prejudices against women.  

I do not deny that there needs to be some form of control. I have certain concerns about the bill, but not 
sufficient to complain about. I note that a review will be undertaken following enactment, which is quite 
appropriate. I am sure that in the course of its operation over the years, improvements and problems will be 
identified that can be addressed as time goes by. In terms of Western Australian legislation, it is a unique piece 
of legislation that I understand may even form the model for reforms in due course to the Dog Act, which has 
serious difficulties. 

By way of digression, although not much of a digression, I mentioned the incident involving a dog that attacked 
and savaged my electorate officer at a shopping centre. The difficulties in locating that animal and holding the 
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owners to account became manifest to me. Even though we eventually located the owners, the person in 
possession of the animal at that material time had been thrown out of that house, had disappeared and still has 
not been brought to account. There were problems with potential medical expenses, which, as it happened, did 
not eventuate, but people who are savaged by animals in these circumstances may not only encounter medical 
problems, discomfort and even permanent harm, but also be put to the expense of having to deal with the 
consequences of that harm and the damage to their clothing and the like, and of having to locate these potentially 
dangerous animals to have them brought under control. It is not something that we tend to have with cats so 
much, but plainly some work needs to be done on the Dog Act in due course to facilitate the recovery of 
damages suffered by people from dangerous dogs. As far as cats are concerned, there is not so much of a 
difficulty in that. 

The main problem with cats, leaving aside the questions of inconvenience and disturbance of the peace to the 
extent that cats do disturb the peace, is the risk to native wildlife. It would be idle to say that there is no risk to 
wildlife and that cats are not responsible for the significant amount of harm that can be done to native wildlife in 
not only suburban areas but also the country. I cannot speak to the experience of members who live in rural 
regions. I accept that a significant amount of damage is done by feral cats, as there is by wild dogs. The danger 
to stock largely arises from wild dogs. There is also a danger to humans who happen to be unfortunate enough to 
cross the path of a pack of wild dogs. Cats tend to avoid humans, but their main target, their source of food 
indeed—because everyone has to eat, including animals—is the more vulnerable native species. One would 
expect that in most cases cats will go for the easy prey, which tends to be young animals, unwary animals and 
injured or sick animals that may eventually die in any case through a process of natural selection. It is true that 
domestic cats may also be predators. My personal experience is that the older domestic cats get lazy and if they 
are reasonably well maintained, although they like to hunt, they do not really have any expectation that they will 
catch anything. Cats by the nature of their metabolism have short bursts of energy and then loaf around and 
recuperate for long periods, hence we see them sleeping for most of the day. They can indulge in intense activity, 
but then they need to recuperate. It is just a matter of metabolism. However, there is of course a need to control 
that instinct. I have my doubts that the Cat Bill will have a significant impact on that, because I think the main 
risk to native wildlife is from feral animals and stray animals that do not have a home and that are forced to live 
off the land, as opposed to those cats that know that they get several square meals a day and really may hunt only 
because it is hardwired into their psyche. Of course, their play as kittens encourages that, but as time goes on, I 
suspect many cats do it in the same way that we play games; it is just in our nature, but we do not really care 
whether we win or lose. 

Getting back to the connection between humans and animals, there is a danger that we will obsess on regulation 
to the point that it becomes impractical for people to have pets, which would discourage people from having pets 
because the obligations on owners will be too great. That might satisfy some interest groups that seem to feel 
that cats in particular ought to be eradicated from Australia, but it would come at a significant cost to the 
wellbeing of people in our community. I think the importance of these animals to us has been forgotten. They 
sustain us by their very presence. It is part of the human condition, in my view, that people need to have 
something they can care for. We do that with children and the like; it is part of our nature. Those people who 
may not have that advantage, or even if they do, nevertheless need to show some connection with other species. 
Our domesticated pets provide that opportunity. We domesticated them in order to provide that affection to them 
in a way that we do not with other forms of domesticated creatures that we use for food, such as sheep, cattle and 
the rest. Our domestic pets are our companions and for many people in society they are a means of having a 
connection with some living thing, which is very important to human beings. I mentioned a program that I 
understood had been tried—my memory on this is a little flaky—at Bandyup Women’s Prison in which the 
women adopted a pet. I understood that they used cats simply because they are far more manageable in that sort 
of enclosed environment. The experience for the women concerned was very cathartic; rather than feel as though 
they were victims or alienated, they had a creature that they could connect with, that responded to them, that they 
could care for, that they had obligations towards and the rewards that came from that. 

Hon Alison Xamon: There have also been similar successes with aged-care facilities. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: Aged care facilities are another one and some of the mentally disadvantaged. I 
understand that autistic children respond well to animals. Certainly, we cannot make it too difficult for people 
who live alone, the aged and the disabled who need a companion or like to have a companion animal. I think it is 
very important that we allow the keeping of pets, whether they be cats, dogs or budgerigars, to be possible and 
affordable.  

A lot of good work is also being done by a number of non-government organisations. I wish I could remember 
the name of a particular organisation—it will come to me sometime—that approached me for a donation. It was 
a group that subsidised veterinary expenses for low-income earners, pensioners and people with disabilities to 
allow them to have their pets cared for. That is another worthy cause. The Cat Haven, of course, provides a great 
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service, just as the Dogs’ Refuge Home does, in looking after stray animals and trying to find them homes. I 
encourage anyone who is after a pet to go to those places first, rather than to a pet shop or a breeder.  

One of my other concerns about the bill is that we may end up losing the domestic moggy. That would be a 
shame because the diversity of those sorts of animals, their characters and personalities, may be very different 
from purebred animals. They are also more robust animals as a rule; they are not subject to some of the genetic 
difficulties that purebred animals tend to be prone to. 

Hon Ed Dermer: Hybrid vigour. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: That is right; they take the best out of everything. That brings me to the question 
of cat-free zones and the like. I understand the concern about the risks to native fauna. One of my concerns is 
that some local governments might be inspired by the power that they are granted to do extreme things in the 
policing of animals. We have seen the recent incidents at Marrickville Council in New South Wales, which 
decided to have a foreign policy different from the rest of Australia, so it is not beyond the bounds of possibility 
that a local government somewhere, inspired by some dogma, might decide to make it difficult, if not 
impossible, for people within that local government area to own pets. That would be a retrograde step. Although 
I can understand and sympathise with the idea of certain zones that ought to be protected, this Parliament needs 
to be vigilant that we do not make it impossible for people to own pets. 

We have dog people; we have cat people. I do not want to get into it in the course of the debate. I prefer cats. I 
find that they are a far more convenient pet for me anyway; they are more independent. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: What is the name of your cat? Come on, everyone else has said it. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: Roy, the cat wonder. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: That’s a good strong name. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: There is a bit of a story there, too, that I am happy to share with members.  

Hon Alison Xamon: Please do. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: Okay; in the spirit of good, clean fun. My former wife and I rented a place in Subi 
Centro some years ago. She never really liked cats. In any case, one from down the road, a Burmese—he would 
have been one of the first cats in the area when the development was first being built; his name was Louis—
started to perch on the front wall. She did not really like it much but tolerated it and of course started to draw a 
number of boundaries as to how far he could transgress into our lives. The first one was, “As long as he doesn’t 
come inside the house”. That changed pretty quickly to, “As long as he stays downstairs and doesn’t go on any 
of the furniture,” which then changed to, “Okay, as long as he doesn’t go upstairs and go onto any of the beds”, 
which eventually became, “Well, as long as he doesn’t spend the night here.” Eventually he was spending 
several nights in a row. That became her first “sort of” pet but it was not actually ours. 

In about 2003 I had a series of trials in Albany, where I was staying for three or more weeks at a time. A long-
haired tabby decided to adopt me. It turned out it was living rough. It had been left behind when its owners 
moved and so it was scrounging a living off the land. My junior counsel, a prosecutor from the Director of 
Public Prosecutions, after about three weeks, said, “You can’t leave this thing here”—I had helped support it—
“you’ve got to take it back to Perth.” I took it back to Perth with me. My wife said, “I don’t like it much. It is 
different to Louis and it smells funny and looks a bit shabby. As long as you find a home for it.” Within a week, 
she fell in love with it, and that was her first pet cat. She always regretted that for the many years when she was 
self-employed and working at her business that she never had a pet around the house. She did a lot of work from 
home, and she did not have that companionship, that company, of having something around that knows when she 
is there, misses her when she is gone and is dependent on her and that she can find some comfort from.  

When we were looking at moving, she went down to the vet to find some advice on how to reacclimatise a cat to 
new premises—this is the Albany one. She came back with a kitten that was only a few weeks old. That was 
Roy. Roy had been found by some people as he was tacking along the side of Reid Highway. He was only a few 
weeks old at that time. Apparently his mother had given birth to him in the bush and he had got separated. He 
could have very easily ended up as tyre jam, but some people stopped and took him to our vet. He was fostered 
by another cat. Anyway, Robyn brought him home. He is a shorthaired tabby—white gloves, white stockings; he 
has the longest tail that I have seen on a cat. He has been a great source of comfort over the last couple of years. 
It is quite heartbreaking to see him sitting in the window of my bedroom, watching me drive away in the 
mornings, wistfully gazing at me as I drive away and then waiting for me at the doorstep when I come home 
after Parliament late in the evening. 

Hon Helen Morton: We are seeing the soft side of him now. 
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Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: It is nice to have a pet around. Some people prefer dogs; other people prefer, and 
it is more convenient for them to have, cats. I happen to be a cat person rather than a dog person. I have no 
animus towards dog lovers, although in our time in Subiaco there were some dogs that lived across the back 
fence. I will not embarrass the owners of this particular breed, although in my view they are living evidence that 
there is no intelligent design, because these things were as dumb as a box of hammers and seemed to do nothing 
but bark for about six hours straight when their owners were away at work. Nothing we could do would shut 
them up. I tend to prefer cats also for the peace of mind of my neighbours. 

But I digress slightly. One of my concerns is that we are going to see the limiting of the genetic diversity of cats, 
although I do not think that the problem is going to be so grave. I think that most cat owners are responsible. 
Many would keep their pets in at night anyway. Some people keep their pets inside all the time. I think it would 
be a shame if there was a requirement for cats to live in a house or an apartment their entire lives. Animals need 
to get out into the fresh air. It would be no more acceptable, it seems to me, than expecting people to live in 
those circumstances. It is one of the reasons that prison is a sanction, because it denies people the freedom to 
move. I think it would be a shame if cats could not be cats and dogs could not be dogs. Dogs at least have the 
opportunity to romp out on beaches and in parks under supervision and to be taken on walks. Cats on the other 
hand are really left to their own devices. I understand that there are problems with them, but I think we need to 
maintain a sense of proportion with these sorts of things. 

Tagging and collaring is a requirement. I think it is a worthy requirement to allow people to notice whether a cat 
is unclaimed or unknown, although there are risks with that. After being a good boy for about two years, Roy 
decided a couple of weeks ago to lose his collar and tag. I bought him a replacement within 24 hours, and he 
managed to get rid of that within a week. Now I have gone to the third one. As it turns out, the first collar had 
broken and was found by a neighbour. She returned it to me on Monday. Coincidentally the other collar, which 
he had managed to slip somehow, was found by some gardeners across the road from where I am living. I had 
asked them to keep an eye out. They did happen to find it and return it, which was kind of them. Cats are pretty 
good at getting rid of collars and the like. Cats cannot have them on too tightly, because otherwise the collar 
could be caught on an obstruction and kill the animal or trap it in a way that it dies a slow death through 
starvation; however, there needs to be some latitude in the destruction of animals that are untagged. 

Again, getting a tag is an expensive process. Collars are about $10 each. Getting a tag engraved is about $10 or 
$11. The exercise over the last couple of weeks has cost me in the order of $40. Even so, I have two spare tags 
now and one spare collar. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: Money well spent. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: Exactly. It is an investment in the future, although I am trying to discourage him 
from doing that again. I know that we have always had certain concerns about the bill, and I have tried to allay 
them. We have had our debates on the subject late into the night. 

Hon Alyssa Hayden interjected. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: Yes, I tend to. He sort of cuts it back to a simple meow and a wistful look, which, 
of course, wins every argument! 

Unfortunately, we need to regulate our domestic pets. It is a shame that we have to do it, but it is necessary 
because they can cause problems for neighbours, the environment and the like. It is difficult to find the right 
balance. It has been easier for dogs. It has posed particular challenges for cats. I hope also that the bill, and the 
fact that people will have an avenue for redress of their grievances about cats, will reduce some of the emotion 
about and animus towards cats that have been generated in the seemingly uneven approach to pet control. 
Although people always felt that dogs could be controlled by the Dog Act, there was no similar avenue of 
redress for cats. So I hope that that will be a consequence of the passage of this legislation. As I say, I have 
concerns that a consequence of the legislation may be to increase the costs for and obligations on people so they 
may fear the idea of taking on pets and may lose the benefits of pet ownership. There may be unexpected 
consequences from the legislation if local governments decide to be more aggressive than they ought to be. I 
commend the government for taking this step and acknowledge the work done by Mr Joe Francis, the member 
for Jandakot, who is a dog lover to the extent that I know he used the ashes of his last pet dog in a tattoo. 

Several members interjected. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: But good luck to him. 

Hon Kate Doust: Have you seen the tat? 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: I have. Truly, he is an illustrated man. I commend the work he did on this bill and 
the wide consultation that has taken place. Although I have received adverse comment from a number of cat 
owner societies and associations about aspects of the bill, I am gratified that peak organisations, including the 
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Cat Welfare Society, which operates the Cat Haven, and other interested parties are supportive of the thrust of 
the bill and the measures being taken in this area. Although, yes, in a sense, it is trivial in the scheme of things, it 
is one of those pieces of social legislation that from time to time must be addressed by Parliament in a way that 
enhances our quality of life and does some good. I am pleased to support the bill. 

HON ALYSSA HAYDEN (East Metropolitan) [12.53 pm]: I rise to put my few bobs’ worth on the Cat Bill. I 
will not use any puns, as other members have done; I think we have heard enough! 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: Have you got a cat? 

Hon ALYSSA HAYDEN: I have to confess I am a cat owner. I think the members who are cat owners will need 
to have a meeting so that we can discuss things. 

Hon Michael Mischin: The parliamentary friends of cats! 

Hon ALYSSA HAYDEN: The parliamentary friends of cats would be a good committee to start! 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: What’s the name of your cat? 

Hon ALYSSA HAYDEN: The name of my cat is Dory. She is actually named after the fish in Finding Nemo. 
For those members who have not watched Finding Nemo, Dory was the blue fish that had short-term memory 
loss. My cat has short-term memory loss; every morning she forgets who I am and we have to go through the 
whole process day in, day out. It is a bit like Groundhog Day with my cat. I have not always been a fan of cats. I 
was raised to be a dog lover. My father was a breeder and trainer of Dobermans and greyhounds, so cats, I 
suppose, were what greyhounds were generally trained to chase. As I was surrounded by dogs and puppies 
during my childhood, I have obviously become a very passionate animal lover. However, due to people dumping 
their cats around Christmas time, I have been the owner of two cats. As an animal lover, I let them through my 
door and look after them. I strongly believe it is a privilege to own an animal and to keep an animal as a pet. But 
with that privilege comes responsibilities. I had both my cats sterilised and microchipped immediately. I tried to 
get them registered, because I thought that as with dogs people just get them registered with their local 
governments, only to find that there is no registration requirement for cats. So I was a bit shocked when I tried to 
do that. 

My previous cat enjoyed fishing, especially in the neighbour’s pond. I have raised my current cat as an indoor 
cat. She has access to an outdoor area that I have simply covered with shadecloth so she can lie in the sun during 
the day but be inside without me fearing that wildlife will be under threat. The fish in my neighbour’s fish pond 
now quite happily swim around without fear of my cat going fishing. When I let my cat out, she does not stray 
far. She is normally let out when I am home, and quite often she just sits at the back door. Cats that are raised 
inside seem to not have a need or the curiosity to go outside to explore. 

I applaud clause 23 of the bill, which requires all cats to be microchipped and sterilised prior to the transfer of 
ownership. I also note that sterilisation is not required for breeding purposes or for those on the exemption list. 
The requirement that the seller of the cat must advise in writing the local government authority and the 
microchip database company of the transfer of the cat is an important part of the bill. It is my opinion that 
involving cat breeders at this level is vital to the success of the bill. Breeders are dedicated to their industry, and 
they are best suited to enforce regulations and educate new owners. 

As I said earlier, my dad was a Doberman breeder. He was extremely fussy about who bought his pups. I can 
remember him conducting interviews with people who wanted to buy his pups. He would have a line of 
questions to ask them, including whether they had their own home, whether the dog would be part of the family 
or a guard dog, whether they were married or single, and why they had chosen to buy a Doberman. The reason 
that they had to have their own home was to demonstrate stability. If they did not have their own home and they 
had to move to other premises where pets were not allowed, what would happen to the dog? His rules were never 
to sell his pups to a single male and never to sell the pups if they were not going to be a part of the family or 
were to be a guard dog. As a breeder, he knew it was his responsibility to maintain the image of the Doberman as 
a breed, but he also knew what a Doberman was capable of if trained correctly. He knew it was his responsibility 
to the general community to ensure that the pups he sold would be in safe hands and would not be a threat. 
Bringing breeders into the process to ensure that new owners do the right thing and that the cats or kittens leave 
their care legally and in the best interests of the community is vital to the success of this bill. My two cats were 
unwanted Christmas presents, as both of them were dumped in the Gnangara pine plantation only a couple of 
days after Christmas 10 years apart. 

People will have to follow the systems that will be implemented under this legislation and comply with the 
regulations. I understand that the cost of microchipping and registration will range between $45 and $70, 
depending on where the sterilisation is done and which local government the cat is registered with. These 
requirements will make sure that people who are considering buying a cat are aware of what they are getting into 
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and have a long, hard think before they take one home. In my experience, the cats that are dumped after 
Christmas are causing the main concern in our community. 

Sitting suspended from 1.00 to 2.00 pm 

Hon ALYSSA HAYDEN: Before the break, I was explaining to the house how I came to have two cats; that is, 
they were unwanted Christmas presents. It is my belief that new owners of any kind of pet having to go through 
a system such as the one that this bill will introduce, having to comply with legislation and having to pay for the 
cost of microchipping, registration and sterilisation, will hopefully think twice before taking a pet home. The cats 
that are being dumped are causing problems in our community. If this bill can reduce the number of unwanted 
and dumped cats, that can only be a good thing. 

As I said, I am a responsible cat owner. It annoys me that cat owners who are not responsible—I have a few in 
my neighbourhood—allow their cats to roam freely at night and do not do the right thing, especially during the 
mating season when my backyard is a popular place for toms to spray. I encourage cat owners to be responsible 
and keep their cats in at night. That would be greatly appreciated by a lot of people in the community, including 
me.  

I agree with the comments raised by a number of members relating to keeping collars on cats. It is very difficult 
to ensure that cats wear a collar. As cat owners know, cats are very intelligent. My cat hates wearing her collar 
and somehow manages to take it off daily. I have to confess that as my cat is an inside cat, I am a bit guilty of 
not putting it back on her. However, on the passing of this bill, I will promise to be a bit more diligent and 
hopefully win the fight with my cat—we do not often win fights with our cats—and get her used to wearing her 
collar.  

As stated in the explanatory memorandum to this bill, the Joint Standing Committee on Delegated Legislation 
spoke to a number of local government authorities that have gazetted local laws to try to deal with the issues 
within their communities relating to the control of cats. It is a real issue in our local suburbs and one that needs 
to be addressed. We need a statewide approach rather than one dealt by individual local authorities with different 
regulations from shire to shire. There needs to be a uniform approach across the whole state to give our local 
authorities and local governments the tools to address the issues that have been raised by their ratepayers on a 
regular basis. 

I wanted to quickly touch on the consultation process that has taken place on this bill because it affects everyone 
in our community. I was happy to see that initial consultation was undertaken in 2009 and involved the release of 
a discussion paper and the holding of a workshop. The participants and key stakeholders included the Western 
Australian Local Government Association, Local Government Managers Australia, the WA Rangers 
Association, the Australian Veterinary Association, the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 
Western Australia, the Cat Alliance of Australia, the Cat Haven, the Pet Industry Association of Australia, the 
Cat Owners Association of Western Australia, the Australian Companion Animal Council, the Western 
Australian Wildlife Rehabilitation Council, Saving Animals from Euthanasia and the Cat Sterilisation Society. I 
believe we covered everyone involved in cats during this consultation.  

In 2010, a consultation regulatory impact statement was prepared in line with the Department of Treasury and 
Finance’s regulatory impact assessment process. The consultation paper, which proposed the three key elements 
of compulsory microchipping, registration and sterilisation, was released for a seven-week consultation on 
9 June 2010. During this time 590 submissions were received from key stakeholders, local governments and 
members of the public. Overall, there was 85 per cent support for the three elements—microchipping, 
registration and sterilisation—with only four per cent not in support of any of the elements being implemented. 
A total of 52 submissions were received from local government, with a 37 per cent response rate, which 
comprised 19 local governments—10 in the metropolitan area and nine in the regional area—who indicated 
support for the introduction of state legislation. Twenty-eight councils supported the introduction of legislation 
only if the state government provided financial assistance. Only five regional local governments did not believe 
that legislation was necessary. A total of 33 submissions were received from key stakeholders and various 
organisations. There was 67 per cent support for the three key elements to be introduced with only three per cent 
against the introduction of those three elements.  

In conclusion, I was very glad to see that a lot of consultation took place. Judging by the result of those 
submissions, this legislation is overwhelmingly supported out there in the community. I am delighted that the 
minister has seen fit to introduce this bill and to put statewide legislation in place. I would also like to recognise 
the hard work done by the member for Jandakot, Joe Francis. I support the bill.  

Debate adjourned, on motion by Hon Norman Moore (Leader of the House). 

[Continued on page 7988.] 
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