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ABSTRACT 

Aspects of the ecology of feral cats on Great Dog Island, Bass Strait, were investigated 
from May to September 1991. Population structure and dynamics, morphology and 
phenotypes, condition and gastro-intestinal parasites and diet were studied. 

A culled sample of 189 feral cats displayed a male: female ratio of 1:1 and indicated a 
pre-eradication density of at least 56.9 cats/km2• Juveniles and sub-adults made up 
44.9% of the population. A breeding season was inferred by kitten age and by 
changes through time in the population structure. Approximate life expectancy was 
estimated to be 73-84 months for males and 85-96 months for females. Counting 
cementum annuli in the teeth was shown to be an effective method of age determination. 

The length and weight of male and female feral cats of Great Dog Island was comparable 
to that of feral cats found on the mainland Australian. However, a decline in the 
weight of females between autumn and winter suggested the occurrence of a seasonal 
nutritional stress. The relationship between age and length in adult males suggests that 
greater length offers an advantage to longevity. The presence of seven mutant pelage
related genes, in addition to the wild type, indicated a comparatively high degree of 
genetic diversity within the feral cat population of Great Dog Island. The long hair 
allele is probably being selected against as juveniles suffer high mortality. The expression 
of the inhibitor allele is bias toward males. No significant relationships were found to 
occur between coat colour and weight or length. 

The analysis of gut contents showed that a total of 26 species were ingested: 2 bird, 1 
mammal, 5 reptile and 18 arthropod species. The gut of 16 cats were either empty or 
contained only residual food stuffs. Most cats had soil and plant matter in the gut. 
There was no evidence of cannabalism and no human refuse was present. It is likely 
that some artht:opod prey were excavated. There was no advantage in age or body 
size in obtaining prey species. 

Generally, the coat skin and tooth condition of cats on Great Dog Island was very 
good. The nutritional condition (fat deposits) of cats suggested that cats were generally 
in good condition in autumn. Both males and females underwent a large decline in fat 
reserves from autumn to winter and reserves were further depleted as winter progressed. 
This resulted in the general nutiitional condition of the winter cats being poor. 

Gastro-intestinal parasites present were Taenia taeniaeformis, Toxocara cati and 
Cylicospirurafelineus . Parasite infestation was biase d  toward females. Loss of 
condition did not generally result in increased susceptibility to parasite infestation. 
This was instead better explained as a response to diet and climate. 



















































Fig. 3.1 A Section from the Lower-Canine Tooth of a Feral Cat. 

One annul( can can be seen in the cementum layer. 
~~ 

15 

































































































































































1. A forefoot from a skinkNiveoscincus metallicus. 

2. The upper beak and skull from a muttonbird Puffinus tenuirostris. 

3.The skull of a mouse Mus Musculus with some fragments of mouse ingesta. 

4. A section of the abdomen of a skink Niveoscincus metallicus. 

5. The lower mandibe of a skink Niveoscincus metallicus. 

Fig. 6.2 Examples of Fragments of Vertebrate Prey found in the Gut 

of Feral Cats from Great Dog Island 
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1. Dermis and head capsule of the Army worm (caterpillar) Persectania ewingii. 
2. Half of a wing case from the beetle Pimelopus no thus. 
3. Pedipalp of a scorpion Cercophonius squama. 
4. The head of a cricket Apotrechus ambulans. 
5. An ovipositor of a cricket Apotrechus ambulans. 
6. Dermis and head capsule of a caterpillar Oxycanus fuscomaculatus. 
7. The forelimb of a mantis Tenodera australasiae. 
8. The head of a mantis Tenodera australasiae. 
9. The head and thorax of a grasshopper Phaulacridium vittatum. 
10. The Chelicerae (fangs) of a trapdoor spider Stanwellia pexa. 
11. The head of a mole cricket Gryllotalpa australis. 
12. The forelimb of a mole cricket Gryllotalpa australis. 

Fig. 6.3 Examples of Fragments of Invertebrate Prey found in the Gut 

of Feral Cats from Great Dog Island 
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