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INTRODUCTION 

North West I s l a n d  (23 42'S, 151 17'E) i s  a  densely vegetated sand cay 
located 30 nau t i ca l  m i les  nor theast  from Cape Capricorn i n  cent ra l  
Queensland. A t  105 ha t h i s  i s  the  l a r g e s t  i s l a n d  i n  the  Capr icorn ia 
Sect ion 
Great B a r r i e r  Reef Marine Park and the most important  nes t ing  s i t e  f o r  
t he  wedge-tailed shearwater (Puf f i n u s  paci  f i c u s )  on the  B a r r i e r  Reef. 
Feral  c a t s  ( F e l i x  catus) on t m d  probably o r i g i n a t e d  from 
domestic c a t s t h a t e s c a p e d  dur ing  e i t h e r  guano mining i n  the  l a t e  
1800s o r  du r ing  a  t u r t l e  soup processing opera t ion  i n  the  e a r l y  1900s. 

Shearwaters are present on the  i s l a n d  f o r  approximately s i x  months o f  
t he  years from October t o  about A p r i l ,  nes t ing  i n  burrows dug i n  the  
sand and have no defense aga ins t  cats.  With an est imated popu la t ion  o f  
724,560 shearwaters (Hul sman, 1984) v i s i t i n g  North West I s l a n d  each 
year a  l a r g e  number were k i l l e d  by f e r a l  cats.  Evidence o f  t h i s  
p redat ion  was obvious i n  the  abundance o f  dead shearwaters found 
throughout the  is land.  

The f e r a l  c a t  occurs over much o f  mainland A u s t r a l i a  where i t  preys 
upon the  n a t i v e  fauna, i n  some cases se r ious l y  reducing n a t i v e  
animal s. On i s lands  however, i t  has p l  ayed a  major r o l e  i n  the  
e r a d i c a t i o n  o f  n a t i v e  b i rds .  I n  New Zealand alone, these predators are 
imp1 i ca ted  i n  the e x t i n c t i o n  o f  a t  l e a s t  6 endemic species and over 70 
1  ocal i zed subspecies (Rauzon, 1985). The Queens1 and National Parks and 
Wild1 i f e  Service has a  pol  i c y  aimed towards t h e  e rad ica t i on  o r  con t ro l  
o f  f e r a l  animals on na t iona l  parks. I n  keeping w i t h  t h i s  p o l i c y  and 
because a  h igh  l e v e l  o f  p redat ion  by a  f e r a l  animal on nest ing  sea 
b i r d s  was n o t  acceptable, i t was decided t o  erad ica te  the  fe ra l  ca ts  
on North West Is land.  

METHOD 

Three e r a d i c a t i o n  methods were used: . shooting (12 gauge shotgun) . t rapp ing  (w i re  cage t raps )  . poisoning (1080 poison on f i s h  b a i t )  



Trapping was undertaken using w i re  cage t r a p s  (600 mm x 600 mm x 400 
mm) using a v a r i e t y  o f  b a i t s  i n c l  uding f i sh ,  c a t  food, and t i nned  
tuna. The t raps  were p laced i n  l o c a t i o n s  known t o  be v i s i t e d  by cats. 
Af ter  approximate1 y 40 t r a p  n i g h t s  t h i s  technique was abandoned. 
Shooting between February 1984 and February 1985 consisted o f  s i x  
separate t r i p s  averaging four  days per  t r i p  w i t h  one o r  two people. 
Shotguns used were a double-barrel  and pump-action 12 gauge w i t h  No. 3 
duckshot. The ca ts  were hunted throughout t h e  day over t h e  whole 
i s l a n d  by e i t h e r  walk ing marked t ransects  o r  by random searching. 
S p o t l i g h t  shooting a t  n i g h t  along the beach was a l so  used. When the  
number o f  ca ts  diminished t o  the  stage where shooting was no longer 
t ime e f f i c i e n t  the  poisoning program commenced. 

The poison used was 1080 (Sodium monofl uroacetate)  which i s  taste less,  
odorless, and co lour less .  It i s  a1 so r e a d i l y  biodegradable i n  s o i l ,  
easy t o  handle, and more humane than a l t e r n a t i v e s  ( A l l e n  1983). Non- 
t a r g e t  fauna does n o t  occur on the  i s l a n d  the re fo re  t h e  program could 
proceed w i thou t  cons t ra in t .  Winter was chosen as the  t ime f o r  b a i t i n g  
as food i s  scarce f o r  f e r a l  ca ts  due t o  t h e  absence o f  shearwaters and 
reduced numbers o f  o the r  sea b i rds .  F i f t y  ki lograms o f  shark f l e s h  was 
c u t  i n t o  5 cm cubes and each i n j e c t e d  w i t h  approximately 2 m l  s o f  a 
0.6% 1080 s o l u t i o n  ( t h e  same concentrat ion i s  used on f e r a l  dogs). As 
the b a i t s  were i n jec ted ,  the  1080 s o l u t i o n  would normal ly  f l ow  o u t  
over the  sur face o f  t he  b a i t .  Smaller and th inne r  pieces o f  shark 
f l e s h  were sprayed w i t h  1080 s o l u t i o n  and p laced i n  heavy duty p l a s t i c  
bags along w i t h  l a r g e  i n j e c t e d  b a i t s .  The b a i t s  were then placed i n  
styrofoam eskies and f rozen p r i o r  t o  t r a n s p o r t  t o  North West Is land.  
B a i t s  were placed over the  e n t i r e  i s l a n d  i n  a 60 m square g r i d .  Extra 
b a i t s  were placed where ca ts  are  known t o  forage a t  n i g h t .  B a i t i n g  was 
f i r s t  c a r r i e d  o u t  i n  August 1985 and repeated using the  same method 
September 1985. A random sample o f  ca ts  shot was weighed, t o t a l  l eng th  
measured (head, body, t a i l  1, and t h e  stomachs o f  19 ca ts  were removed 
f o r  subsequent stomach anal y s i  s . 

RESULTS 

The t o t a l  o f  ca ts  conf irmed k i l l e d  were 105, comprising: 

. 8 trapped . 95 shot (16 a t  n i g h t )  . 2 dead cats  seen a f t e r  b a i t i n g  

O f  t h e  adul t cats  k i l l e d ,  57.5% were males and 42.5% female. Two a d u l t  
males and th ree a d u l t  females were trapped, and 44 a d u l t  males and 31 
adul t females were shot.  Trappi ng r e s u l  t e d  i n  th ree  juveni  1 e ( unsexed) 
ca ts  being caught wh i l e  shoot ing accounted f o r  20 juven i les .  

Trapping was found t o  be i n e f f e c t i v e  e a r l y  i n  the  e r a d i c a t i o n  program 
and was abandoned i n  favour o f  shooting. Shooting was most e f f e c t i v e  
i n  the  f o r e s t  dur ing the  day provided the  shooter moved s low ly  and 
q u i e t l y .  The ca ts  were a c t i v e  throughout the  day b u t  appeared t o  hunt 
o n l y  a n i g h t .  Spot1 i g h t  shooting accounted f o r  16.8% o f  t h e  ca ts  shot, 
b u t  was n o t  considered as e f f e c t i v e  as daytime shooting. 



An unknown number o f  ca ts  i s  suspected o f  having d ied  undetected 
f o l  1 owing poi  soni ng . Ani ma1 s po i  soned w i t h  1080 are sel dom found near 
the  b a i t i n g  s i t e  because o f  t h e  t ime l a g  (up t o  2 hours w i t h  dogs) 
be fore  death occurs w i t h  t h i s  slow a c t i n g  poison ( A l l e n  1983). Two 
dead cats  were found by chance a f t e r  t he  f i r s t  b a i t i n g  program. 

A l l  ca ts  were o f  a tabby co lour  (mo t t l ed  dark brown and grey)  w i t h  an 
average a d u l t  weight o f  3.16 kg and an average l e n g t h  o f  749 mm taken 
from f r o n t  o f  head t o  end o f  t a i l .  Stomach contents o f  19 ca ts  were 
examined. Most contained seab i rd  remains, i n s e c t  such as cockroach and 
centipede, the  remains of what might have been a mouse, o r  were empty. 
A l l  c a t s  k i l l e d  appeared i n  good physical  cond i t ion .  

I n  November 1986 a d e t a i l e d  survey of North West I s1  and revealed no 
f e r a l  cats. The beaches were checked f o r  t r a c k s  and the  i n t e r i o r  o f  
the  i s l a n d  checked f o r  c a t s  o r  dead b i r d s  which i n  the  past  were 
numerous; No substant ia ted  r e p o r t s  o f  ca ts  were rece ived from campers 
on the  i s 1  and between October 1985 and November 1986. 

DISCUSSION 

A recent  r e p o r t  on f e r a l  ca ts  on J a r v i s  I s1  and, (Rauzon, 1985) an 
a t o l l  l oca ted  1300 n a u t i c a l  m i les  south o f  Hawaii, g ives comparable 
data t o  t h a t  o f  North West I s l a n d  as both  are r e l a t i v e l y  small i s l a n d s  
loca ted  i n  the  t rop i cs .  The shooting success on North West compares 
favourably w i t h  t h a t  o f  J a r v i s :  t h e  success r a t e  o f  North West was 
approximately 0.5 ca ts  per hour over the  e n t i r e  hunt ing  period; t h a t  
o f  J a r v i s  was i n i t i a l l y  1.97 b u t  dropped o f f  t o  0.19 ca ts  per  hour. 
The sex r a t i o s  o f  ca ts  appear roughly s i m i l a r  f o r  bo th  i s lands  w i t h  
those from J a r v i s  I s l a n d  being 52% female and 48% male (North West 
t o t a l  s were 57% ma1 e, 42% female f o r  shooting).  The d i f f e rences  could 
be due t o  small sample s izes.  Poisoning was a1 so used on J a r v i s  I s l a n d  
the  r e s u l t s  o f  which were uncerta in.  

Jones and Horton, 1984 i n  a study o f  gene frequencies and body weights 
o f  f e r a l  ca ts  from s i x  l o c a l i t i e s  i n c l u d i n g  Macquarie I s land  record  
the  mean weight o f  males and females studied a t  3.82 kg. Th is  i s  
heavier  than 3.16 kgs recorded from North West Is land.  Th is  could be 
expla ined as a seasonal f l u x u a t i o n  i n  body weight  r e f l e c t i n g  food 
a v a i l a b i l i t y  o r  perhaps over many generat ions o f  c a t s  on North West 
became l i g h t e r  i n  weight because o f  some genet ic  advantage. Except f o r  
a sho r t  wh i l e  a f t e r  heavy r a i n  there  i s  no r e l i a b l e  source o f  f resh  
water on North West Is land.  Ev iden t l y  t h i s  shortage i s  n o t  c r i t i c a l  t o  
f e r a l  c a t s  su rv i va l  , however i t  might  account f o r  t he  1 i g h t e r  body 
weight which may be an i s l a n d  adaptat ion. 

Camper complaints i n d i c a t e  the  popu la t ion  o f  mice on North West I s land  
are increas ing since e r a d i c a t i o n  o f  the  ca ts .  Th is  was expected. The 
numbers o f  mice can be c o n t r o l l e d  by l ong  term b a i t i n g .  



The e rad ica t i on  o f  f e r a l  ca ts  from na t iona l  parks can be d i f f i c u l t ,  
expensive, o r  impossible. The experience on North West I s 1  and 
i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  i n  some s i t u a t i o n s  e rad ica t i on  o f  f e r a l  ca ts  on a low 
cos t  bas is  i s  possib le.  Th is  was the resu l  t of several fac tors  : 

. small s ize  and f l a t  topography o f  North West I s land  . a lowered v i g i l a n c e  by  the ca ts  r e s u l t i n g  from a long  h i s t o r y  w i t h  
no na tu ra l  predators and abundant food . type o f  f o r e s t  l a c k i n g  a grassy understory r e s u l t i n g  i n  good 
v i s i b i l i t y  f o r  hunt ing  . absence o f  non-target species suscept ib le t o  the  poison . easy a c c e s s i b i l i t y  t o  the  i s l a n d  by na t iona l  parks s t a f f  

With the  e rad ica t i on  o f  f e r a l  ca ts  on North West I s l a n d  the  b u f f -  
banded r a i l  (Ral T ~ l s  phi1 ippen.si s) should re tu rn .  
common on a l l  t he  i s lands  i n  the  Capr icorn ia Sect 
absent on North West I s l a n d  due t o  past  p redat ion  
nest ing  te rns  which a1 so nest  on the  o ther  nearby 
nes t ing  on North West I s land  fo l lowing the  remova 
p a t r o l  s  by Queensl and National Parks and W i l  d l  i f e  
w i l l  monitor any changes t h a t  occur t o  the  i s l a n d  

Th is  b i r d  which i s  
i o n  Marine Park i s  
by cats. Ground 
i s l  ands may commence 

1 o f  cats. Regular 
Service ranger s t a f f  
fauna. 
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