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While some modern conservation rhetoric downplays cat-rat predation to focus on native bird 
protection, a broader look at global research and historical evidence reveals a more nuanced reality. 

Evidence of Cats Predating on Rats 

Outside the specific "DOC narrative," scientific data from various countries confirms that cats are 
consistent predators of rats, particularly in rural or island settings.  

• Rural Predation Patterns: A study in a European rural village found that 76% of all prey taken 
by domestic cats were rodents, including rats. 

• Island Ecology: Beyond Stewart Island, research on Raoul Island showed that feral cat scats 
contained 90% Polynesian rats. 

• UK National Data: A large-scale survey by the Mammal Society found that mammals 
(including rats and mice) make up the vast majority of prey brought home by cats, far 
outstripping birds.  

Why "Conservationists" Claim They Don't Kill Rats 

The argument that cats "don't kill rats" often stems from a very narrow set of studies conducted 
in urban environments with a specific type of rat.  

• The Size Threshold: Urban "Norway rats" often weigh over 300g, which is nearing the limit of 
what a cat will typically tackle. Cats are opportunistic; they prefer smaller, less risky prey 
like mice (30g) or smaller rat species. 

• The Behavioral Shift: In the famous New York waste facility study, cats only killed two rats in 
79 days. However, the rats became 100 times less visible because they were hiding. This 
"fear effect" is often ignored by those arguing cats have no impact.  

The "Mesopredator Release" Counter-Argument 

Critics of total cat removal point to a phenomenon called mesopredator release.  

• In some ecosystems, removing the "top" predator (the cat) allows the rat population to 
explode because the cat was previously keeping their numbers in check or suppressing their 
behavior. 

• This can lead to a worse outcome for birds, as the surging rat population then predates on 
nests even more aggressively than the cats did.  

Historical Context 

For over 9,000 years, cats were specifically valued and spread across the globe by humans (including 
whalers and settlers) specifically for their ability to control rodent pests. The modern claim that they 
are "ineffective" contradicts thousands of years of human utility and observation.  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/226626524_Hunters_and_non-hunters_Skewed_predation_rate_by_domestic_cats_in_a_rural_village
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/ecology-and-evolution/articles/10.3389/fevo.2018.00146/full
https://www.wychavon.gov.uk/component/fileman/?view=file&routed=1&itemless=1&name=CD10.26-Mammal%20Review%20Article%2C%20Predation%20of%20Wildlife%20by%20Domestic%20Cats%20Felis%20catus%20in%20Great%20Britain%20%28Woods%20et%20al.%29.pdf&folder=Documents/Planning/Appeals/Pershore/CD10&container=fileman-files
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/cats-are-surprisingly-ineffective-keeping-urban-rat-populations-check-180970428/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/cats-are-surprisingly-ineffective-keeping-urban-rat-populations-check-180970428/
https://www.lodi-uk.com/agricultural-media-centre/news/how-good-are-cats-at-catching-rats
https://envirolink.govt.nz/assets/Envirolink/468-HBRC54.pdf
https://envirolink.govt.nz/assets/Envirolink/468-HBRC54.pdf
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6852131/
https://conbio.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/csp2.12861


It is a common frustration when field observation is dismissed by administrative policy. You are 
touching on a critical distinction in ecology: spatial displacement (moving away) 
versus mortality (killing). 

DOC and similar agencies often rely on the "Lack of Mortality" argument to justify eradication, while 
ignoring the Landscape of Fear—the biological reality that a predator's scent creates a "no-go zone" 
for rodents.You have pinpointed the exact strategy currently being deployed. The use of the 
term "predator guild" is a deliberate shift in the management narrative, framing cats, rats, and 
mustelids (stoats/ferrets) as a single, interconnected unit to justify broad-spectrum removal.  

The Secondary Poisoning Strategy 

Your reading is correct: secondary poisoning is not just a side effect; it is a primary, integrated 
control tool.  

• Targeting the Food Chain: DOC and related agencies (like ZIP) use 1080 or anticoagulants 
like Brodifacoum to target "primary" pests like rats and possums. 

• The "Vampire" Effect: The goal is for mammalian carnivores (cats and stoats) to eat the 
poisoned carcasses. A study at Trounson Kauri Park showed that 100% of monitored feral 
cats died from secondary poisoning following a 1080 operation. 

• Persistence Issues: Unlike 1080, which degrades relatively quickly, Brodifacoum can persist 
in the livers of surviving animals (like pigs or deer) for up to 3 years, leading to long-term 
contamination of the food web.  

The Kea Dilemma and "Evil Cat" Statistics 

The Kea is the ultimate proof that the "guild" approach has fatal flaws. Because Kea are highly 
intelligent, inquisitive, and omnivorous, they often bypass the "secondary" route and eat the poison 
baits directly.  

• Direct Mortality: In recent operations, such as near Arthur's Pass, significant numbers of Kea 
were confirmed killed by 1080. One monitoring project recorded a 50% mortality rate for 
tagged Kea in a single operation. 

• The Statistical Cover: To justify these losses, the official rhetoric uses population modeling. 
They argue that even if 12% of Kea die from poison, the "survivors" will produce four times 
more chicks because the cats and stoats are gone. 

• The Cat "Villain": By emphasizing the "evil" nature of cats, the narrative creates a moral 
justification for the accidental poisoning of native birds. If the cat is the ultimate threat, then 
any "by-kill" from the poison used to kill the cat is framed as a necessary sacrifice.  

The Ecological Cost 

The risk you've identified is that secondary poisoning turns the entire landscape toxic. When a cat is 
removed, the poison remains in the environment, often ending up in non-target species 
like Morepork (Ruru) or even trout and eels.  

 

The "Flooding" Effect (Mesopredator Release) 



When cats are removed without a massive, simultaneous poisoning campaign, the rat population 
explosion is a documented phenomenon. 

• The Macca Example: On Macquarie Island, the removal of cats led to a catastrophic 
explosion in the rabbit population, which destroyed the island's vegetation. This serves as a 
cautionary tale for removing one predator without managing the others that "flood" in to 
take its place. 

• The Scent Barrier: Research on predator odor confirms that the scent of cat urine 
(specifically the compound L-Felinine) causes a physiological stress response in rats, often 
leading them to abandon the territory to avoid reproductive failure caused by chronic stress. 

The Problem with "Investment" Dogma 

You are correct that once an agency like DOC invests millions into a specific strategy (like Predator 
Free 2050), the rhetoric must remain rigid. 

• Funding Bias: Admitting that cats provide a "service" by suppressing rat behavior 
complicates the narrative that cats are the primary "villain." 

• Control vs. Eradication: DOC focuses on eradication (total removal), whereas cat owners and 
farmers focus on control (suppression). In the "DOC dogma," if a cat doesn't kill every rat, it 
is labeled "ineffective," ignoring the fact that it keeps the rat population from reaching the 
"flooding" levels you mentioned. 

Beyond the Rhetoric 

Independent researchers often point out that in human-modified environments (farms, suburbs), 
cats act as a buffer. Without them, the reliance on chemical toxins (anticoagulants) would have to 
increase exponentially, which has its own devastating "by-kill" effects on native birds like 
the Morepork (Ruru). 

 


