
	

Summary of issues for members in response to Dr Legge’s review 

Purpose 

On behalf of Save Canberra’s Kangaroos (SCK), this document critiques the scientific and ethical 
validity of the material we have so far received from Dr Sarah Legge on her internal review of the 
ACT government’s kangaroo killing program.  The review was almost entirely desk-based with only 
a few volunteers engaged to undertake minimal field work counting kangaroos on a couple of 
reserves.  We have prepared it as a heads-up, for the benefit of kangaroo supporters and advocates 
who may wish to comment on the Review report when it finally appears, and also to provide them 
with more general information about the background to the slaughter, including the alleged science 
behind it, and why it is wrong. 

We have not yet seen the final of that report but Dr Legge has been kind enough to give us a 
presentation which provided a reasonably detailed understanding of her arguments and conclusions.  
In this presentation, Dr Legge indicated her general support for the government killing program, and 
we are assuming that this is the position she will present in her final report. 

Structure 

This document is divided under headings that address our main issues of contention with Dr Legge’s 
findings as we have understood them to date.  Except where identified as Dr Legge’s views or actual 
words, all the comments are ours. 

The sections in this paper are as follows: 
• Purpose 
• Structure 
• Background 
• Independence 
• Directorate’s internal monitoring  
• Kangaroo densities 
• Fragmentation and isolated sites  
• Dr Legge’s conclusions and ours 
• Overgrazing vs undergrazing 
• The question of drought 
• Directorate’s population estimates 
• Cruelty/welfare issues 
• Principles (as identified by Dr Legge) 
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Background 

The entire Canberra Nature Park (CNP) has been degraded and will continue to be degraded by 
ongoing habitat loss.  The primary causes of this degradation are: 

• destruction and fragmentation of native habitat by the building of Canberra itself, and 
ongoing encroaching development into rural areas, and right up to the fences of the reserves, 
including multiple bisections of the Park by roads and high speed traffic; 

• the legacy of a century of sheep and cattle grazing (trampling and rootstock grazing, 
damming of creeks etc) on the land that is now the Canberra Nature Park, along with ongoing 
grazing of cattle on the reserves in misguided attempts to manage the biomass overgrowth 
caused by the removal of too many kangaroos; and 

• the overgrowth of biomass itself (ie weeds and high grass) since the slaughter has reduced 
kangaroos numbers too low for the remaining kangaroos to be able to manage it; and 

• anthropogenic climate change (long term changes in general weather conditions and more 
frequent and severe extreme weather events). 

The ACT government has made kangaroos the scapegoats for this ongoing degradation, claiming 
they are “overabundant”, that they are eating too much grass and thus depriving other native animals 
of places to live and enough to eat.  On this basis the government characterises its slaughter program 
as a “conservation cull”.  Essentially, the government is claiming that the natural densities (numbers 
per hectare) reached by kangaroos on ACT reserves are permanently unsustainable, if they are left 
“unmanaged”. 

The government has killed over 40,000 kangaroos across the 11,400 hectares of the CNP, several 
thousand of them every year, since 2008.  Pouch joeys are bludgeoned to death or decapitated.  At-
foot young are routinely orphaned to die of cold, thirst, hunger and myopathy (a painful and deadly 
form of stress to which kangaroos are especially susceptible), car strike and fox predation.   

The government has attempted to justify this annual slaughter under two Kangaroo Management 
Plans (KMPs), one in 2010 and another in 2017.  The 2017 KMP has been formally legislated as a 
“controlled native animal management plan” in order to insulate it against administrative or judicial 
appeal, no matter how thoroughly the government’s claims about kangaroo impacts are disproven.  
Even the desktop calculator which determines the number of kangaroos to be killed has been 
sanctified under legislation.   

The kill calculator is primarily based on three factors:  
• the government’s estimates on kangaroo numbers, which are based mainly on walked-line 

transect sampling, and refuted by SCK’s own, direct, actual, citizen science kangaroo counts;  
• a desired “target” number of kangaroos to be left after each year’s killing, based on no 

science whatsoever, just (in the words of the ACT government’s own ecologist), a “guess” 
and “wrong”; 
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• a maximum population growth rate of 30 per cent which, in view of breeding limitations and 
mortality rates, is biologically impossible for kangaroos. 

For obvious reasons, this calculator program has been dubbed Robokill. 

In all the masses of source documents cited in the Kangaroo Management Plans, or other 
publications cited or produced the ACT government to justify this massacre, there has never been 
any evidence or plausible scientific theory to support the assertion that the Canberra Nature Park, or 
any of its reserves, have ever been degraded by any scale of kangaroo grazing.  Alleged evidence for 
these assertions seems to consist entirely of correlations between either:  

• kangaroo numbers and biomass (ie grass height); or  
• kangaroo numbers vis-à-vis numbers of a single cohabitant species.   

The flaws in using these correlations as indicators are discussed later in this paper. 

Even if the assertion that kangaroo grazing is a problem were true in any degree, killing thousands of 
them so cruelly would be ethically unacceptable.   

The only solution to the real problem of the degradation of the reserves ecosystems is for the 
government to: 

• put the brakes on development that destroys ever more wildlife habitat,  
• resume and restore more land currently used for grazing livestock as wildlife habitat; and   
• provide proper wildlife corridors that would enable wild animals of all species to move 

around the CNP and other habitat, without crossing numerous deadly roads. 

The 2017 KMP requires periodic internal reviews of the “performance” of the killing program every 
few years.  As far as we know, Dr Legge’s is the first such review to be conducted. 

Independence 

Dr Legge has been very forthcoming and open with our group, so it is very tempting to trust her 
integrity.  However, her background in the “invasive” species area (which is heavily focused on 
methods and mechanisms for killing wild animals), and the very fact that she is being paid by the 
ACT Government to conduct this review, make it difficult to believe that she is in a position to be 
genuinely independent.   

In Australia, a killing culture which first arrived with white settlement still pervades the industries 
that fund most of the “research” claimed to justify the animal “management” programs that pass 
themselves off as promoting conservation.  For example, “eight papers” (by only five authors) are 
vaunted in the 2017 KMP as providing all the necessary evidence that kangaroo are having a 
deleterious impact on other native plants or animals.  These eight papers were well-critiqued by Dr 
David Brooks in 2016.  None of the authors were found to be independent of ACT government  
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influence.  Additionally, these papers generally base their findings on the abovementioned 
uninformative correlations. 

Similarly, anyone associated with the Fenner School at the ANU or the Invasive Species Council, 
should be considered as lacking independence because their funding comes from sources that are 
profoundly committed to killing animals.  Even peer reviews of research provide no assurance of 
independent or valid science because peer reviewers (in Australia) are usually dependent on the same 
range of partisan funding sources as those writing the papers they are reviewing. 

To be regarded as independent, Dr Legge’s review would need to draw on evidence from sources that 
are free of ACT government patronage and free from funding by any element of the “pest”, “animal 
management” and agricultural industries.   

Directorate’s internal monitoring  

Dr Legge has referred to an “adaptive execution cycle flow chart” which the Directorate uses to (1) 
determine how well the killing program is “performing”, and (2) adapt its killing program according 
to information provided, on the basis of “performance indicators.  She has stated that she would 
expect three core performance indicators would be:  

• kangaroo density;  
• grass layer condition; and  
• grass sensitive species “proxies”.   

None of these are meaningful indicators of the program’s performance. 

Kangaroo densities  

Kangaroo densities resulting from the killing program would be a meaningful indicator of program 
performance only if the objective of the killing program is to achieve specific reduced kangaroos 
densities.  If, however, the objective of the killing is to protect biodiversity or threatened species, the 
kangaroo densities resulting from the killing are not going to tell us anything about whether the 
program is doing what it is intended to do, and achieving its objective.   

Grass layer condition 

Grass layer condition is not, in fact, an indicator at all.  Condition (of anything) is a matter that 
requires indicators to assess.  In this case, the only relevant indicators of grass layer condition are the  
diversity (number of different species) and richness (number per species) of plant and animal life 
present in the various layers of grass. 

What the Directorate has traditionally used to indicate “grass layer condition” is height of grass 
assuming (apparently without evidence) that more layers of grass mean more niches for animals and 
other plants to inhabit.  This is a dangerously misleading indicator because, as we are seeing in the  
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reserves right now, an overabundance or vegetative biomass is actively strangling the diversity of the 
grass and the habitat. 

“Proxies” 

The use of grass-sensitive species “proxies” as an indicator is also misleading.  It assumes that if the 
population of a certain individual cohabitant species, for example earless dragons, goes up in a 
reserve where the kangaroo population has gone down (and vice verse), this somehow indicates that 
the kangaroo grazing is impacting on the dragons.   

Given the vast number and variety of pressures, both natural and human, that are constantly affecting 
populations of wild animal species, and the wide range of other plant and animal species that are 
participating in the ecosystems on the reserves, this correlation could far more easily be the result of 
some other, unconsidered variable, and have nothing to do with kangaroos. 

Even if the kangaroo numbers were directly related to the fluctuations in lizard numbers, there is no 
reason to believe this is anything but a natural and necessary element of an ecological process that 
has been working for the benefit of all species for millions of years. 

Meaningful indicators 

An indicator, by definition, is something that can be measured to shed light on an aspect of 
condition.  Biodiversity is the only meaningful indicator of ecological condition.  Biodiversity means 
the number of different of species and the number of individuals and variations within each species.  
Biodiversity is an indicator because it is something that can be measured, by counting all observable 
species and all observable individuals within species in a given space.  It cannot be measured by 
counting populations of only two species.   

If either kangaroo grazing or the kangaroo killing program were impacting on ecological condition, 
this could be measured (to some extent) by comparing biodiversity counts in one area with similar 
counts in other areas that are otherwise similar, but which host different densities of kangaroos.  This 
is what the CSIRO Plant Industries did in relation to ground layer vegetation in 2014.  It is not what 
the Directorate does, nor what Dr Legge proposes.   

Since (as noted above) numerous other pressures are impacting on all species on the reserves, 
indicators of these pressure would also be needed in assessing the performance (ecological 
outcomes) of the killing program, in order to account for as many as possible of the other variables 
that might skew the results.   

For example:  
• further encroachment by development on habitat (measured by number of hectares developed 

and number of reserves impacted), and further fragmentation (measured by changes in area of 
fragments and changes in the distance and nature of separation of each fragment from other 
habitat); 
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• climate change and weather events over the period being assessed, such as drought, fires (or 
just smoke from fires), storms (including hail, wind and dust storms), and flooding etc (a 
measured by frequency, severity and duration);  

• availability, quality and quantity of environmental water;  
• pollution, including water, air, soil, noise and light pollution (the National Pollutant Inventory 

may shed light methods for compiling data on some of these);  
• number of wildlife road deaths reported (locational data and number of potential reporters 

likely to have witnessed the same accident would need to be used to prevent overcounting);  
• area of observable damage to reserves by rangers’ and shooters’ vehicles;  
• changes in numbers of all plant and other animal species since the kangaroo killing began, 

especially changes in number of plant and animal species present in reserves which have 
become infested with tall grass and weeds. 

Kangaroo densities 

The ecological role of kangaroos is to eat grass in a manner that maximises habitat opportunities for 
other plants and animals.  Because of the way their teeth are arranged (for biting rather than ripping 
or gnawing), kangaroo grazing maintains all plant species at heights that enable strong root systems 
to survive, even during drought periods when the plants themselves dry out and die back.  This 
maintains enough overall groundcover to hold the soil in place and also to prevent (potentially) taller 
plants from starving shorter plants by denying them sunlight.   

Kangaroo feeding preferences also allow plants to achieve a wide range of different heights.  Given 
the variability of the Australian climate, this process will, at different times and under different 
conditions, benefit some cohabitant plant and animal species more than others, but the process, as 
proven over millions of years, benefits all species in the long run.    

Dr Legge started her examination of the kangaroo density issue by comparing ACT kangaroo 
numbers per hectare (as estimated by the ACT government) with kangaroo densities on habitat 
outside the ACT.  She found them to be higher than across most of what remains of other kangaroo 
habitat sites in eastern Australia.   

Even if the ACT government’s population estimates were accurate, which we would dispute, this 
finding would not indicate that these higher kangaroo densities are in any way more detrimental to 
other species or ecosystems than kangaroos anywhere else.  In the ACT, it is to be expected that 
kangaroo populations will be healthy and sustainable at higher densities than in remnant habitat in 
rural areas because, in the ACT, they have access to parks, golf courses and suburban lawns.   

The only relevant issue is not how the density of ACT kangaroos compares with other places but 
whether or not ACT kangaroos maintain their population at a density that can and is being supported 
by the local habitat.   
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In our discussions with Dr Legge we noted that kangaroo grazing maintains a diverse vegetative 
landscape which maximises habitat for other plants and animals.  By contrast, reducing kangaroo 
density increases biomass ultimately at the expense of biodiversity.  Dr Legge agrees that kangaroo 
grazing is essential for a healthy grassy ecosystem, and that “thick grass is not a good thing”, but 
adds that “it is probably less of a problem than no grass”.  We would agree, but Dr Legge’s statement 
implies that not killing kangaroos will result in “no grass” – which is very different from “somewhat 
less grass”! 

There are only about four circumstances in this part of Australia where kangaroos (and other grass 
eaters) could run out of grass: 

• sites where all the grass has been deliberately and permanently removed for development; or 
• sites where kangaroos (and other grazing animals) are essentially trapped eg by fencing or by 

development which blocks all escape routes on all sides; or  
• sites where all the grass has been destroyed by fire; or 
• in severe droughts. 

In all these cases, it is not intensity of animal grazing that causes the “no grass”; it is natural disasters 
or direct anthropogenic interventions that causes the “no grass”. 

Fragmentation and isolated sites  

Under natural conditions, vegetative heterogeneity maximises animal diversity.  The particular mix 
of this heterogenous vegetation will vary with the environmental conditions.  This means that the 
populations of some plants and animals (including some species that are now considered threatened) 
will change with the variable conditions.  There is no logical reason to assume these fluctuations are 
anything but good for all species in the ecosystem in the long run, reducing the animal populations, 
including the threatened species, only when they need to be reduced.   

Dr Legge argues that the real risk to threatened species is the fragmentation of habitat, rather than 
grazing pressure but, that for a remnant population of a threatened species whose numbers are 
already under pressure from so many other causes, an increase in kangaroo grazing pressure might 
be the last straw.   

In this discussion, the only (hypothetical) example Dr Legge gave where “excessive” kangaroo 
grazing might occur, is in small isolated fragments of habitat where a remnant population of a 
threatened species and a kangaroo population are both present and confined to the site.  Because of 
the confinement, neither population recruitment (by the remnant species) nor population dispersal 
(by the kangaroos) is possible.  In a case like this, where the food supply is spatially limited, the 
kangaroos might, finally, be forced to eat all the grass.  Once the food supply is exhausted, both 
populations will dwindle due to starvation, but the remnant species, being smaller to start with, will 
dwindle faster and might indeed become locally extinct. 
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This is a reasonable conclusion in the scenario Dr Legge presents, but it begs three unanswered 
questions, the first being:  do any such isolated remnant populations actually exist in the 11,400 
continuum of the CNP? 

The CNP is not composed of small, isolated fragments.  While the roads separating the reserves are 
often lethal for individuals attempting to cross them, and there is barbed wire around some of them 
on which animals can impale themselves, animals do, nevertheless, routinely cross these roads in the 
course of everyday ranging, hunting and foraging.  The reserves, unlike small isolated fragments (if 
there are any), are not subject to heavy grazing by kangaroos because kangaroos have the entire 
nature park, adjoining farms, suburban parks and sports fields, golf clubs, horse paddocks, backyards 
and rural NSW to range over.   

If there are such small isolated fragments confining both remnant populations of threatened species 
and kangaroos in the CNP and, if these are (as Dr Legge seems to imply) the only example of a 
situation where kangaroo grazing is an existential threat to an already threatened species, the other 
two questions are:  

• why is the government massacring kangaroos right across the CNP rather than at just these 
few isolated sites? 

• why could not either or both the kangaroos and/or the remnant population that are trapped 
within these sites just be relocated to other sites? 

  
For welfare reasons alone, kangaroos that are trapped in an unnaturally small, isolated site from 
which they cannot range widely, and from which young kangaroos cannot disperse at need, should 
always be relocated.  Soft (humane and harmless) relocation of kangaroos to a safer location is a 
well-established practice among wildlife carers.   

However, relocating the trapped kangaroos and leaving the remnant species in situ could quickly 
become a counterproductive solution.  The plants that were being overgrazed by the trapped 
kangaroos would quite soon become undergrazed, and the overgrowth of biomass would soon starve 
the lower plant species, and any animal that depends on them.   

Relocating a remnant population of a species that is under threat (for any reason) at its home site has 
occurred at least twice in the ACT, both times in advance of proposed developments.  It was reported 
in the media that, prior to the building of the suburb of Lawson, a remnant population of legless 
lizards was translocated to Tidbinbilla.  (The kangaroos, in this case, were not relocated even though 
a detailed proposal for soft translocation was prepared by wildlife experts from Wildcare 
Queanbeyan.  Instead, they were illegally herded and crowded into temporary corrals where they 
were slaughtered, by lethal injection, in plain sight of the general public, including the international 
media.) 

Again, in 2015-16, the ACT government relocated an isolated population of striped legless lizards to 
the Scottsdale property 75 kms away from the ACT because the area in which they were found in 
Canberra was scheduled for development.   
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Another scenario related to small isolated populations is not mentioned by Dr Legge:  what to do 
when a native species is dwindling towards extinction because it simply has not coped with the 
cumulative impacts of environmental change since white settlement (including climate change).  The 
extinction in the wild of a species in this situation is certain.  If a species can no longer tolerate its 
natural environment, it is no longer a “fit” species.  To be preserved, such a species would need to be 
quarantined from all pressures in its environment, both natural and unnatural, including native 
grazers and predators.   

If it is considered desirable to preserve this doomed species for its own sake, the only option would 
be to enclose a small area occupied by the remnant population (either left in place or translocated), 
using exclusion fencing, relocate any grazers or predators inside the enclosure to outside the fence, 
and manage the area inside the enclosure as a sanctuary, or zoo, in perpetuity. 

Dr Legge’s conclusions and ours 

Dr Legge concludes that the consequence of “no culling”, especially during droughts, would be that: 
• the less abundant grazing-sensitive species will disappear entirely; and  
• the kangaroos will starve.   

This merely repeats the ACT government’s unsupported and circular propaganda of the last 15 years.  
As discussed above, there is no plausible scientific basis for the belief that kangaroo grazing has any 
deleterious impact on any threatened species, other than:  in the course of natural variability; or when 
both kangaroos and a threatened, grass-sensitive species are confined in a small, isolated fragment of 
habitat. 

Overgrazing vs undergrazing 

There is no evidence, study nor plausible theory to support the notion that unconfined kangaroos 
(given their teeth), at any natural density, are even capable of grazing heavily enough to deprive any 
other native species of food or habitat - except during prolonged drought (see below).   

There is however abundant, highly visible evidence that the perpetual reduction of kangaroo 
numbers to well below natural densities has resulted in an overabundance of suffocating biomass 
(weeds, high grass), while also creating extreme fire risk across much of the CNP and its many 
nearby suburbs. 

The question of drought 

Although there is no evidence that kangaroos in the ACT have ever starved, even during droughts, 
what with ongoing climate change, habitat loss, and other human pressures, it might well come to 
that, not just for the kangaroos but for all their cohabitants.  It may come to that for humans too.   
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This starvation will not be due to kangaroo grazing or the absence of kangaroo “culls”;  it will be due 
to the climate change, the habitat loss and the other human pressures.   

During a drought, all wild species of plants and animals (including kangaroos, reptiles, birds, rabbits) 
decline due to deprivation of food, water and shelter.  This is not a case of “overgrazing” or 
“intensive grazing” by any one species.  It is simply a case of all species responding, as all species 
must, to variations in food supply in a drought-prone climate. 

But kangaroos are perfectly adapted to this climate.  The arrangements of their teeth prevent them 
from grazing down to rootstock or uprooting entire plants.  Their feet and mode of locomotion 
prevent them from trampling plants and damaging soil cover.  They are able to cover vast distances 
very rapidly with unusual energy-efficiency and water-efficiency.  Thus, they can easily expand their 
range as far as necessary to feed themselves, reducing their density and grazing pressure in any one 
area.  Their fur and faeces carry seeds far and wide.  Their front toes provides small indentations in 
the soil, where seeds can take root.   

They also suppress their own fertility when food becomes scarce.  Dr Legge notes that Eastern Grey 
Kangaroos (the most highly visible macropod species on our reserves) do not often utilise diapause 
to suspend growth of a foetus.  This is presumably because they are rarely so short on food that they 
need to.  They certainly have the usual biological capacity for diapause, as all kangaroos do, if it 
become necessary.  Food deprivation, if it occurs, also suppresses conception and the production of 
sperm. 

As the kangaroos’ food supply declines in a drought, so does their density as they range more widely, 
and so does their population as they stop breeding and natural attrition takes its course.  
Consequently their grazing pressure declines rapidly.  If anything survives until the drought breaks, it 
will most likely be thanks to the kangaroos who promote native plant regrowth by distributing seeds 
and depositing faeces far and wide, and all the farther and wider as they search for better pastures. 

If kangaroos or other animals are found moribund with malnutrition during a drought (or for any 
other reason), humane euthanasia - of those individuals only - would be an ethical option.  Killing 
healthy individuals that have a hope of recovery and survival is both ethically and genetically 
abhorrent. 

Directorate’s population estimates 

On the basis that certain sampling methods are “well-established in the scientific literature”, 
Dr Legge accepts the ACT government’s population estimates as more accurate than the actual direct 
counts we have undertaken.  However, a sampling method is always just a sampling method.  It 
might work for plants which do not move around, but it cannot provide accurate estimates with 
animals who do, especially fast-moving, wide-ranging animals like kangaroos who, to further 
complicate matters, scatter widely (including to other reserves and interstate) and mob up into large 
groups (not always comprising the same individuals) at different times of day. 
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Being a well-established method is no defence if it is just plain wrong.  Actual counts and 
observations show that the government’s figures are wrong.   

It is worth noting that the 2021 NSW Parliamentary Enquiry into the health and wellbeing of 
kangaroos and other macropods revealed that the use of sampling transects (flown transects, in this 
case, but the principle is the same) produced staggering mistakes in estimated kangaroo populations.  
These errors included an estimated population increase, in one zone, over one year, of 109% (ten 
times higher than is biologically possible under ideal environmental conditions) - with no 
corresponding decline in the estimated population in any adjoining zone to suggest the extra 
kangaroos had moved in from another zone. 

Cruelty/welfare issues 

The ACT government justifies the blatant cruelty of its killing program by claiming that it complies 
with the relevant Animal Welfare Code of Practice.  There are two reasons why this defence is 
empty. 

Codes of practice: their raison d’etre is to provide loopholes 

First it is important to understand the legal basis of all Animal Welfare Codes of Practice 
(nationwide) which relate to farm animals or wild animals.  Their legal purpose is not about 
maximising welfare.  Their legislative role is to provide loopholes for acts of cruelty that would 
otherwise breach a jurisdiction’s animal welfare legislation.   

For example, bludgeoning an animal to death is normally a crime under the Animal Welfare Act.  So 
the ACT’s Code of Practice not only allows but mandates the bludgeoning or decapitating of joeys; 
and Adhering to the Code provides an exemption from prosecution under the Animal Welfare Act. 

Furthermore, jurisdictions that adopt, unaltered, a national model code of practice as its own code of 
practice are adopting standards that represent the lowest common denominator of welfare to which 
the Australian jurisdiction with the lowest standard of animal welfare was willing to agree.  Each 
jurisdiction has the option of improving on this model code to raise the welfare standard to be more 
consistent with the jurisdiction’s own welfare legislation (eg recognising that animals are sentient) or 
local conditions (eg enjoying a large urban kangaroo population).   

The ACT’s Animal Welfare Advisory Committee (AWAC) spent considerable time and effort 
developing a code of practice for “humanely” killing kangaroos in the ACT, based on the national 
model code.  This local code would have made the ACT Code much more consistent with ACT 
conditions than the unamended national code.  Sentience was not in the ACT legislation at that stage, 
but the presence of kangaroos in urban areas made the ACT’s situation very different from that of 
other jurisdictions.  Ignoring all the work of his own AWAC, the then Minister (Shane Rattenbury) 
declined to accept AWAC’s recommendation and went with the lowest common denominator. 

Page  of 11 17



	
Codes of practice: routinely breached and unenforceable 

The second problem with welfare codes of practice (for all animals) is that they are routinely 
breached and incredibly difficult to enforce.  This is probably more the case with codes covering the 
killing of wild animals than codes covering farm animals, because the killing of wild animals often 
takes place at night in remote areas or (in the case of the ACT kangaroos) reserves that are closed to 
the public under pain of wildly disproportionate legal sanctions.   

In relation to adherence to the Code of Practice, Dr Legge notes that, regarding the killing program, 
“independent vet assessments are positive.” We pointed out that, unless an independent vet has been 
out with the shooters every night, and on every reserve where killing occurs, every year of the 
massacre (ie fifteen years, approximately fifty days a year - 750 nights of shooting to date, with up to 
ten hours shooting each night), they have absolutely no idea what the shooters do in the hours they 
know they are not being observed.  Therefore reports by these independent vets are essentially 
meaningless.   

Dr Legge’s response to this is that the shooters are “highly professional”, so she doubts their 
behaviour changes when an independent vet is not present.  We refute this on the basis of our own 
ongoing direct personal observations.   

• In a government kangaroo burial pit, we found the body of a young kangaroo that had been 
shot, stabbed and bludgeoned before dying of asphyxiation or blood loss. 

• We have observed firsthand shooting occurring during adverse weather conditions (rain, 
wind, fog – also cold if red dot targeting is used, because cold reduces the accuracy of these 
devices) which result in a high wounding rates. 

• We have witnessed firsthand extended blasts of continuous shooting with no time between 
shots for the shooter to check whether they have made a clean kill with every animal. 

• We have witnessed firsthand hours of delay between the conclusion of the loud “culling” 
shots and the delivery of the softer euthanasia shots.   

Dr Legge’s take on welfare 

In her presentation, Dr Legge identified four animal welfare concerns in relation to the overall 
management of the CNP: 

• kangaroo welfare during shooting; 
• kangaroos killed by cars; 
• suffering of other animal species due to heavy grazing by kangaroos; 
• suffering of kangaroos due to overgrazing or drought. 
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In relation to kangaroo welfare during shooting, Dr Legge has suggested that it might be worth 
involving government vet/s in “culling” operations to monitor welfare issues during shooting.  We 
observed that there would be little point in this because, as government employees, government vets 
could never be trusted to report truthfully, any more than any other government employee who wants 
to keep their job.   

Dr Legge responded that “it’s not fair to suggest the government vet would lie to keep their jobs”, a 
statement that seems rather naïve, given the precarious nature of Public Service employment these 
days.  Has she never heard of Robodebt? 

Cruelty (welfare) issues for kangaroos during shooting 

We note that there are many other cruelties involved in the shooting of kangaroos in addition to the 
actual shooting.   

• the bludgeoning and decapitation of pouch joeys; 
• the orphaning of dependent at-foot joeys; 
• shooting in wooded areas where visibility for clean shots is limited; 
• driving and trapping of kangaroos (causing myopathy and injury), especially from wooded 

areas into more open areas where they are easier to shoot; 
• the sustained trauma to all kangaroos subjected to the terror of shooting night after night; 
• the lifelong trauma caused to surviving kangaroos by loss of family and social structure; and  
• the danger to kangaroos fleeing in panic (eg into roads, dams and fences, especially barbed 

wire fences). 

The only way to end any of these cruelties is to end the killing altogether. 

Kangaroos killed by cars 

Legge claimed that up to 7000 kangaroos a year are killed on ACT roads.  We noted that this figure is 
implausible.  She responded that this was a maximum estimate and the lowest estimate is 2000.   

Irrespective of the accuracy or otherwise of these figures, as a welfare issue, this is certainly a 
serious one, not just for kangaroos but also for the other wild animals that routinely cross the roads 
that bisect the reserves.  Killing the victims to save them from being killed (by cars) is obviously not 
a sane solution. 

There are many ways this suffering (to both the animals and the humans travelling in the vehicles) 
could be reduced.  Ideally, we would recommend fully vegetated overpasses crossing all the roads 
that separate the reserves, coupled with exclusion fencing or virtual fencing to prevent animals from 
crossing roads other than via the overpasses. 
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However there are other measures that might work almost as well, such as: reduced speed limits 
where roads are bordered on either side by kangaroo habitat; and traffic calming devices and fixed 
speed cameras to enforce lower speed limits. 

Suffering of other animals species due to heavy grazing by kangaroos 

We repeat that no plausible, independent evidence or study has ever been published suggesting that 
kangaroo grazing has ever caused any suffering whatsoever to any member of any other species.   

“Proxy” studies (see above) showing that, on some reserves where kangaroo numbers are relatively 
high, earless dragons numbers (or other individual species) were found to be relatively low (and vice 
versa), do not imply that it is the kangaroos are suppressing the other species; more likely some other 
variable entirely is contributing to both outcomes.  The earless dragon argument is especially suspect 
in view of the following: 

• the recovery of earless dragons in Queanbeyan Nature Reserve (adjoining the CNP across a 
disused railway line) where kangaroos have never been “culled”; and  

• the crash in status of the earless dragon population in the ACT from endangered to critically 
endangered since the annual kangaroo shooting on CNP began. 

We note that all wild animal species in the ACT (including kangaroos, reptiles and everyone else) are 
suffering from: 

• loss of habitat due to unremitting development up to the very fences of the reserves; 
• continuing livestock grazing on land adjoining the reserves; 
• occasional livestock grazing inside the reserves themselves, in a misguided attempt to 

manage the biomass overgrowth caused by the removal of the kangaroos);  
• the overgrown biomass itself; 
• ranger and shooter vehicles driving on the reserves, damaging the habitat; 
• ranger and shooter vehicles driving on the reserves, colliding with animals;  
• collisions with motor vehicles on roads separating the reserves; 
• climate change, including ongoing risk from drought, fire and other extreme weather events; 
• polluted or depleted water sources; 
• the loss of the keystone services formerly provided by kangaroos, maintaining a vegetative 

environment appropriate to all species in all seasons and climatic conditions. 

All wild animals in the ACT are desperately in need of greater consideration and protection of their 
welfare.  The ACT government’s the war on kangaroos is making the suffering of all of them far 
worse. 
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Suffering of kangaroos due to overgrazing or drought 

As noted above, there is no evidence that kangaroos have ever starved, even during droughts, in the 
ACT; but ongoing development and livestock grazing, worsening droughts and fire, and loss of 
heterogenous food sources due to overgrowth of biomass, are primary threats to native animals in the 
ACT, including kangaroos.   

We repeat that Dr Legge has so far reported nothing to support the notion that kangaroos overgraze 
unless they are confined in some way, such as fencing, or trapped on all sides by impassable 
development.  They graze exactly according to the available food supply, and their populations 
rapidly decline if the food supply declines.  They stop breeding, and they range more widely, long 
before they are at risk of starving.   

Furthermore, rabbits will also decline due to a declining food supply (with greater suffering than 
kangaroos, not having the same mobility nor the same system of natural birth control).  
Consequently, fox predation on the kangaroo joeys already around will increase due to the absence 
of rabbits, further expediting the rapid decline in the kangaroo population.   

Given that humans are responsible for the increased severity, frequency and duration of extreme 
weather events, SCK believes that humans should try to prevent the suffering of kangaroos and other 
wild animals during droughts, floods, fires (etc) as far as possible, by providing extra feed, clean, 
sheltered water, and artificial cover for affected animals.   

As mentioned above, if certain individuals (of any animal species) are suffering malnutrition and are 
clearly beyond recovery, humane euthanasia of those individuals is ethically acceptable. 

Principles 

Dr Legge suggests that the following principles should underlie the killing program.  Our comments 
on each of these combine both known science and our ethical values judgements.  Obviously we 
reject altogether the conclusion that there should be a killing program, on both scientific and ethical 
grounds. 

Modify human practices 

As discussed above, modifying human practices is the only practical and ethical solution to redress 
the ecological imbalance caused by all the anthropogenic pressures on wildlife.  In particular, putting 
the brakes on urban sprawl and infill is essential.   

Creating proper corridors, including overpasses and underpasses, combined with appropriate fencing 
and enforced speed limits (eg traffic calming devices, speed cameras) where animals are forced to 
cross roads, is the next step.  This would enable all animal residents of reserves to utilise the entire 
CNP with minimal risk of being killed by cars.   
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Government resumption of farmland adjoining reserves and restoration of this land as conservation 
reserves, and protecting it from further development (not to mention from kangaroo slaughter) would 
be another worthwhile option. 

Justification for control 

Other than when kangaroos are confined in small sites also occupied by remnant populations of 
another species, Dr Legge has presented no justification or plausible independent argument for 
“controlling” kangaroos in the ACT.  Animals trapped in such small sites can easily be relocated 
without harming a single animal of any species.   

Clear and achievable outcome based objectives 

No clear objectives, intended outcomes or useful environmental indicators have to date ever been 
articulated for the ACT government’s kangaroo “control” program.   

Overall welfare (including options other than killing should be assessed) 

The animal welfare issues have been discussed above, but we note here that lethal control is not 
humane, and never can be.  It causes extreme harm not just to individual kangaroos and to people 
who value them, but also to their co-residents who depend on kangaroo grazing to maintain the 
heterogeneity of their habitat (ie keep the long grass and weeds from killing everything).  It also 
harms our society as a whole as any institutionalised violence violates society as a whole. 

Social acceptability 

The Management Plan does not consider the range of community values.  The Plan’s authors have 
always ignored the majority of submissions provided because the majority of submissions have 
opposed the killing program. 

Systematic planning 

Systematic planning of ways of reducing human impacts on ACT wildlife are essential.  Such plans 
must exclude lethal control programs because they are counterproductive and inhumane. 

Decision making by specifics rather than labels 

Kangaroos, like other animals, are sentient beings every bit as worthy of consideration and 
protection in (human) decision making as humans are.  Derogatory labels that promote prejudice, 
misinformation and hate are as inappropriate when they are used against animals as when they are 
used against humans. 
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Authorship  

This paper was prepared by Frankie Seymour, in consultation with numerous other members of Save 
Canberra’s Kangaroos. 

Frankie Seymour is a social and environmental scientist whose professional experience includes developing 
meaningful and measurable indicators Australia’s State of the Environment Reporting (SoE).  She is also a 
lifelong animal protection activist and kangaroo advocate, who served on the Animal Welfare Advisory 
Committee to the ACT government for nearly 18 years.
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