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“We now legislate to protect birds, but place no 

limit on the increase and activities of their most 

destructive … enemy. A man is liable to a fine if 

he kills a bird, but he may with impunity keep 

any number of cats to kill birds …”

“The widespread dissemination of cats in the 

woods and in the open and farming country, and 

the destruction of birds by them, is a much more 

important matter than most people suspect, and 

is not to be lightly put aside.”

– Edward Howe Forbush, 1916 (!)
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Free-ranging domestic cats – impacts on wildlife

Pet cats – farm cats – stray cats – feral cats

Impacts:

• Predation

• Disturbance

• Competition

• Disease

• Hybridization

 Combinations
Doug Mackenzie Dodds



Predation – some annual estimates

Mammals Birds Reptiles Amphibians

Canada 100-350 million

United States 6-22 billion 1.3-4 billion 260-920 million 95-300 million

Australia 170-500 million 270-1000 million

Poland 500-670 million 100-170 million

Netherlands ± 35 million

“large numbers of cats inevitably kill large numbers of wild animals” (Crowley e.a. 2019)



Predation – in perspective

Direct anthropogenic mortality of birds in the US (Loss e.a. 2015):

Source Annual bird mortality

Wind turbine collisions Hundreds of thousands

Power line electrocutions Millions

Communication tower collisions Millions

Power line collisions Tens of millions

Automobile collisions Hundreds of millions

Building collisions Hundreds of millions

Predation by domestic cats Billions







Kays, R. et al. (2020). The small home ranges and 

large ecological impacts of pet cats. Animal 

Conservation, doi:10.1111/acv.12563

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=35

&v=SYJATBgQlY0&feature=emb_logo

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=35&v=SYJATBgQlY0&feature=emb_logo
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What’s (international) law got to do with it?

Facts + Law (interpretation) = Conclusion

 Dozens of international legal instruments of relevance

Rules concerning:

• Invasive alien species

• Site protection

• Species protection



Invasive alien species law

 Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD, 1992), Art. 8(h)

 Bonn Convention on Migratory Species (CMS, 1979), Art. III(4)(c) & V(5)(e)

 African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbirds Agreement (AEWA, 1995), Annex 3, 

par. 2.5 & 4.3.10

 Agreement on the Conservation of Albatrosses and Petrels (ACAP, 2001), 

Annex 2, par. 1.4.2

 Central American Biodiversity and Wilderness Convention (1992), Art. 24

 (Revised) African Convention on Nature Conservation (2003), Art. IX(2)(h)

 Protocol on Protected Areas and Wildlife in the Eastern African Region 

(1985), Art. 7

 Protocol on Protected Areas and Biodiversity in the Mediterranean (1995), 

Art. 13

 Bern Convention on European Wildlife Conservation (1979), Art. 11(2)(b)

 EU Habitats Directive (1992), Art. 22(b)

 ...



Invasive alien species law

“Each Contracting Party shall, as far as possible and 

as appropriate … [p]revent the introduction of, 

control or eradicate those alien species which 

threaten ecosystems, habitats or species”

– CBD, Art. 8(h)

Bellard e.a. 2016

Doherty e.a. 2016



Area protection law

“Each Party shall identify those sites within its own area of 

jurisdiction which are important for the conservation status, 

including the shelter and protection, of bats. It shall, taking into

account as necessary economic and social considerations, 

protect such sites from damage or disturbance.”

– Agreement on the Conservation of Bats in Europe 

(EUROBATS), Art. III(2)

 Ramsar Wetlands Convention (1971)

 UNESCO World Heritage Convention (1972)

 EU Birds Directive (1979)

 EU Habitats Directive (1992)

 … Ancillotto e.a. 2019



Species protection law

 CMS – Appendix I

 ACAP – Annex 1

 AEWA – Annex 3, Table 1, Column A

 EUROBATS – Annex 1

 Australia-China Agreement for the Protection of Migratory Birds and their Environment (1986) – Annex

 Convention on Nature Protection and Wild-Life Preservation in the Western Hemisphere (1940) – Annex

 Mexico-United States Convention on Migratory Birds and Game Mammals (1936) – Art. IV migratory birds

 Protocol on Protected Areas and Wildlife in the Wider Caribbean Region (1990) – Annex II

 African Convention on Nature Conservation (1968) – Annex

 Protocol on Protected Areas and Wildlife in the Eastern African Region (1985) – Annex II

 Gulf Cooperation Council Convention on Wildlife and their Natural Habitats (2001) – Appendix II

 Protocol on Protected Areas and Biodiversity in the Mediterranean (1995) – Annex II

 Bern Convention – Appendix II

 EU Habitats Directive – Annex IV

 EU Birds Directive – all bird species native to EU member states

 …



Species protection law

“Member States shall take the requisite measures to establish a general system of 

protection for all species [of naturally occurring birds in the wild state in the 

European territory of the Member States], prohibiting in particular:

(a) deliberate killing or capture by any method;

(b) deliberate destruction of, or damage to, their nests and eggs …;

(c) taking their eggs in the wild …;

(d) deliberate disturbance of these birds particularly during the period of breeding

and rearing, in so far as disturbance would be significant …”

– EU Birds Directive, Art. 5



EU Court of Justice:

• 412/85 (1984) Commission v Germany

• C-103/00 (2002) Commission v Greece

• C-221/04 (2006) Commission v Spain

• C-183/05 (2007) Commission v Ireland

• C-340/10 (2012) Commission v Cyprus

• C-504/14 (2016) Commission v Greece

“deliberate”: “the author of the act intended the capture or killing … or, at the very

least, accepted the possibility of such capture or killing” (C-221/04)

“unwanted but accepted side-effect” (European Commission, 2007 guidance doc.)

Species protection law – interpretation



Conclusions

EU Birds & Habitats Directives:

• “Regarding (owned) pet and farm cats, the Nature Directives require EU Member 

States to ensure that letting cats roam free outdoors is forbidden and effectively

prevented.”

• “Regarding (unowned) stray and feral cats, these must be removed or controlled

when they pose a threat to protected species and/or sites.”

International law:

“Many national authorities around the world are currently required, under

international law, to adopt and implement policies aimed at preventing, reducing or 

eliminating the biodiversity impacts of free-ranging domestic cats, in particular by

(a) removing feral and other unowned cats from the landscape to the greatest

extent possible and (b) restricting the outdoor access of owned cats.”



Widespread non-compliance

Why?

 Feasibility

 Scientific uncertainty

 Cats’ own interests

 Cat owners’ interests

 Political inconvenience

Explanations, not justifications

Doug Mackenzie Dodds
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Response

• Peers

• Press

• Public

• Politics

• NGOs



Peers

“Legally speaking, this is simply correct. 

This is a valid interpretation of EU law. In 

theory, the authorities should enforce the 

law against cat owners just as they have to 

against poachers, or people driving a car 

through a breeding colony, disturbing birds.”

– Hans Vedder (Professor of EU law at 

Groningen University) in Algemeen 

Dagblad, 27 November 2019







Highest Altmetric Attention Score 

of all law literature published in 

2019

Press & social media



Readers respond

 “What an idiot you are, man. You really have nothing sensible to say? You did all

those expensive studies, and then start whining that all cats must stay inside? 

Did you fall from the crib onto your head as a child? Do something useful with

your life, you retard.”

– Email, 27 November 2019 (translated from Dutch)

 “Hey, RETARDED IDIOT. Stop your drivelling about cats. This could end badly.” 

– Email, 27 November 2019 (translated from Dutch)

 “Is this what we call a professor nowadays, someone who prefers to defend

vermin? I call such people cat haters and [dumm Studierte unerfahrene

Frischärsche].”

– Email, 3 December 2019 (partly translated from German)



Readers respond (continued)

 “It is better to kill a thousand scientists, than to cause harm to a cat!”

– Email, 4 December 2019

 “Whoever kills a cat deserves to die. His wife, daughter and all relatives 

have no right to live anymore.”

– Email, 4 December 2019

 “F[***] your Mother . DEAD for your Familiy !!!!”

– Email, 4 December 2019

 “Wer Katzen gefährdet, hat kein Lebensrecht!”

– Email, 5 December 2019

 “i hope you really die from a form of sick cancer. krankes pervers stück

scheisse”

– Email, 5 December 2019



Politics

“The statements by the scientists not to allow cats 

outdoors without control, are absolute nonsense. 

We should not make this bigger than it is.”

- Dutch MP Maurits von Martels (CDA) (translated)

“This is of course complete nonsense. Europe has 

nothing to say about our pets.”

- Dutch MP Arne Weverling (VVD) (translated)



“At the moment we are working hard to take measures to 

promote the recovery and conservation of nature in the 

Netherlands. Keeping cats indoors is not a part of these 

measures.”

– Dutch Minister of Environment Carola Schouten 

(translated)

“The Commission is a strong defender of free movement 

rights – including of cats. We categorically deny that the 

Commission will oblige cats to be held on a leash at all 

times.”

– Enrico Brivio, European Commission spokesperson 

(DG ENV)



“As far as I am concerned all cats can go outside 

whenever they please, and let us securely lock up 

the lunatic pseudo-scientists who make up this 

kind of nonsense.”

– Dutch MP Geert Wilders (PVV) (translated)



Parliamentary written 

questions (D66)



NGOs



“Questions regarding the value or inutility of the 

domestic cat, and problems connected with 

limiting its more or less unwelcome outdoor 

activities, are causing much dissension. The 

discussion has reached an acute stage. 

Medical men, game protectors and bird lovers 

call on legislators to enact restrictive laws. 

Then ardent cat lovers rouse themselves for 

combat. In the excitement of partisanship many 

loose and ill-considered statements are made.”

– Edward H. Forbush (1916)



Low-hanging fruit

Elvira Martinez Camacho



Thank you! 


