
Easter Bilby’s Friends – Information Sheet

The Easter Bilby’s Friends stories showcase 
the many native plants and animals that are 
negatively affected by wild rabbits, an introduced 
pest species. ‘Belle and Bea’s Beautiful New 
Home’ story, set in the arid desert of north-west 
New South Wales, introduces the impacts of other 
introduced pests, the wild (invasive) European red 
fox and feral cats. This information sheet provides 
some background on feral cats and their impact on 
native wildlife, as well as agriculture and society.

Introduction
Feral cats are the same species as domestic cats but differ 
in where and how they live. Domestic cats are socialised to 
humans and depend on them for food; feral cats live and hunt in 
the wild and survive independently of people. 

Cats were brought  to Australia by early European settlers. Over 
the past two centuries, many domestic cats have gone wild and 
established feral populations. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, 
large numbers were deliberately released in rural areas to help 
control rabbits. Feral cats have now spread across almost the 
entire continent, so there are millions of them in Australia.

Government agencies, private landowners and community and 
conservation groups actively manage feral cat populations to 
reduce their impacts on native wildlife, agriculture and society. 
Feral cats are listed as a key biodiversity threat to native wildlife 
and  have contributed to the extinction of at least 28 mammal 
species. Feral cats also carry diseases that can spread to native 
wildlife, livestock and people. They are classified as a restricted 
biosecurity animal, meaning they must not be released or fed. 

Description
Cats are medium-sized, carnivorous mammals with a sleek, 
muscular body, triangular ears, long tail and retractable claws. 
Feral cats typically weigh 3–4  kg, although up to 9 kg has been 
recorded. Their coats are usually short with colours ranging 
across tabby, tortoiseshell, ginger, grey and black. White 
markings can occur, but entirely white cats are rare. Grey and 

Feral cats

black cats are more common in scrub and forest habitats, while 
ginger cats are more frequently found in arid areas.

With excellent night vision, acute hearing and highly-developed 
sense of smell, cats are adapted for hunting. They are agile 
climbers and jumpers, with strong predator reflexes for stalking 
and pouncing.

Distribution
Feral cats occur across almost all of mainland Australia and 
many offshore islands. They are absent from feral cat-proof 
enclosures, which have been established across Australia as 
safe havens for native wildlife, and offshore islands that have 
undergone successful eradication programs.

Habits/Habitats
Feral cats are found in many different habitats, such as arid, 
grassland, alpine, woodland, agricultural and urban areas but 
are largely absent from rainforest areas. They prefer areas with 
cover, such as scrub or rock piles, which provide shelter and 
opportunities for hunting. Cats are solitary and territorial. Males’ 
home-range can be up to 10 km2, overlapping with females’ 
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Fun Fact 
Cats can jump 2 metres (with a running start) 

and they can rotate their spine, which helps them to  
land on their feet.

Did you know?
Cats have 32 muscles in each ear, which 

they can swivel to pinpoint sounds, thereby making them 
excellent predators.



More information about Rabbit-Free Australia
Foundation for Rabbit-Free Australia Inc. 
Email: admin@rabbitfreeaustralia.org.au	
Web: www.rabbitfreeaustralia.org.au
Social media: Facebook, Twitter and Instagram.
 
ABN: 96 353 157 496
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smaller ranges. They live around 3-5 years in the wild (whereas 
domestic cats may live up to 15 years).

Cats reach sexual maturity by one year, although females may 
mature as young as four months. They can breed all year round 
but not usually in winter. Females can produce up to three litters 
a year, with 3–5 kittens per litter. Adult cats have few predators 
in Australia, but kittens and juveniles may be killed by dingoes, 
wild dogs, foxes, large raptors or large reptiles.

Feral cats are mostly nocturnal and crepuscular (active at dusk 
and dawn), but can be active at any time. They spend most of 
the day sheltering, such as in rabbit burrows. 

Cats are obligate carnivores, meaning they require meat to 
survive. Feral cats are capable of killing prey their own size, 
dispatching it with a bite to the throat or the base of the skull. 
Their diet can include small, native mammals, rodents, wild 
rabbits, birds, reptiles, amphibians, large insects and carrion. 

In areas with abundant wild European rabbit populations, 
rabbits may comprise up to 40% of a feral cat’s diet. These high 
rabbit numbers allow feral cat populations to increase. However, 
feral cats do little to control rabbit numbers, as rabbits can 
reproduce and repopulate quickly. When rabbit numbers drop 
seasonally, there is an increase in the number of native animals 
predated by feral cats. This is why it is crucial to reduce rabbit 
populations in conjunction with feral cat control.

Other information
National Feral Cat and Fox Management Coordination website: 
https://feralcatandfox.com.au/

Pest Smart – Feral Cats:  
https://pestsmart.org.au/toolkits/feral-cats/

Threat Abatement Plan:  
https://www.dcceew.gov.au/environment/biodiversity/
threatened/publications/tap/threat-abatement-plan-feral-cats 

NSW Government Feral Cat Control:  
https://www.nsw.gov.au/regional-and-primary-industries/
biosecurity/pest-animals/vertebrate-pests/feral-cats

Easter Bilby 
In ‘Belle and Bea’s Beautiful New 
Home’, Easter Bilby escorts young 
bilbies Belle and Bea to their new 
home – a safe haven in the desert 
where wild European rabbits 
and feral predators have been 
removed and are kept out of the 
area by a specially constructed 
fence. Although the threats from rabbits and feral predators 
have been removed, the landscape has not yet recovered from 
the damage done by rabbit grazing. 

Belle and Bea help their new friends – the animals that already 
live in the (now) safe haven – and make their new home 
beautiful. They do this by the way they dig and forage for 
food. Bilbies are soil engineers whose digging and foraging 
encourages seeds to germinate – unlike the way that rabbits 
dig and forage for food, which tends to overgraze and degrade 
the landscape. The removal of feral predators also means that 
Belle and Bea and their friends can be safe and welcome more 
friends to their new home in the future.

Easter Bilby and Friends are all affected by rabbits and other 
pressures including predation and loss of habitat. They want 
their homes, their food and their friends back. People are the 
key to environmental recovery.  
More information on the people and organisations helping 
Easter Bilby’s Friends can be found on the Easter Bilby’s Friends 
website www.easterbilbysfriends.com.au. 

Names 
Scientific name: Felis catus
Related species: European wildcat (Felis silvestris), African wildcat 

(Felis lybica), Chinese mountain cat (Felis bieti)

Did you know?
Every year in Australia, feral cats kill 

1.5 billion native vertebrates (mammals, birds, reptiles, 
amphibians) and 1.1 billion invertebrates.

Did you know?
Cats are the primary host for the 

Toxoplasmosis gondii parasite and the only animals 
that can shed the Toxoplasma oocysts (parasite spores) in their 

faeces. These oocysts can stay infectious in soil or water for 
months and then infect other animals including 

humans and wildlife.


