
Why are birds vulnerable to cats?  
 

Many of Canada’s birds nest and feed on or near the ground. 
While birds have some defences from native predators they 
evolved alongside, they are vulnerable to those introduced from 
other countries. 

 
Cats are different than natural predators, and have a high impact 
on native wildlife because they: 

• exist in much high densities than native predators 
• hunt during both night and day 
• hunt even when well fed 
• hunt in front of humans (most native predators shy 

away from humans) 
• exist in populations not kept in check by declining 

prey or other ecological factors2  
• stalk and kill adult birds (no native mammalian 

predator does this)2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Stealth, speed, keen eyes, sharp teeth, claws, and innate hunting 
behaviour makes house cats highly effective predators of birds 
and other wildlife.  
 

 

Free roaming owned cats in 
suburban areas bring home 
only 23% of captured prey- 
they more often consume, or 
leave prey at the capture     
site. 4   

	

History of the domestic cat: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Increasingly popular as pets, 37% of Canadians own one or 
more cats. The population of owned cats (over 10 million) is 
growing faster than the number of households-putting these 
animals at risk of being abandoned, and left homeless. This 
raises concern and risk for the impacts on birds, and other 
wildlife, in both urban and rural environments1 
 

Cats are prolific breeders, and from six months of age, can 
produce up to 3 litters a year, of 4-6 kittens: 
 
The impact of one unspayed female, her mates, and the  
resulting offspring:  
 

What is our current understanding 
of the issue? 
 

• Human and industrial activities kill hundreds of millions 
of birds and millions of nests each year in Canada 3 

• House cats (owned/feral) account for highest human 
related direct mortality  

• Building and vehicle collisions, the second greatest 
cause, kill exponentially fewer birds.3 

• forestry, agricultural, oil and gas, and wind turbine 
impacts may have high localized effects, but since cats 
occur in widespread human environments, cumulative 
mortality by cats is much greater3 

• 25% of Canada’s 461 regularly occurring birds are 
particularly vulnerable to cats because they nest or forage 
on or close to the ground  

• Of these, 23 are already listed as ‘at risk’ by the 
Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in 
Canada, 6 

• house cats kill an estimated 1-4 billion birds annually in 
the US.7, 2 

 

 

It is estimated that house cats 

kill 100-350 million 
birds per year in Canada.3, 6 

 

 

How do outdoor and free-roaming 
cats affect our environments? 
 

Cats are not a natural part of the ecosystem. Cats exist in high 
densities, and: 
• hunt small native mammals that are a part of our 

biologically diverse ecosystem and that provide food for 
native predators 

• are in competition with our native predators such as birds 
of prey  

• can infect wildlife (and humans) with diseases8  
• can cause stress, reduced fertility and reproduction, and 

change natural foraging and breeding behaviour2 
 

 

Felis catus, domesticated over 4000 
years ago, descends from European 
and African wild cats. Controlling 
vermin around early civilizations, cats 
are now found alongside humans on 
nearly every continent.  
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There are ways to help. Cats can join the Allied Cats network – these cats lead happy, 
safe lives indoors, or with supervised controlled outdoor access. 
(www.ecologyaction.ca/alliedcats).  Sharing this information with others is also 
important. For more information on the Ecology Action Centre’s Bird Conservation 
Projects: https://www.ecologyaction.ca/issue-area/bird-conservation 

	

How do scientists estimate cat 
populations and mortality of birds?  
 
We can't count or measure details about every person or 
animal, so we rely upon sound estimates from scientists and 
mathematicians. Estimates of numbers and trends help us daily 
to understand aspects of our communities and environment-
eg: The World Health Organization estimated life expectancy in 
2013 as 71.5 years, and Statistics Canada estimated the 
provincial unemployment rate in 2015 as 8.0%. 
 
Environment Canada's scientists set a high standard for 
research. Their estimates on cat predation is drawn on data 
from other studies, subject to statistical analysis, and bound by 
rules of probability. Such rigorous research is subjected to 
scrutiny by independent researchers, via peer review. Numbers 
they generate are therefore reliable to a high degree of 
certainty. 
 

Studies have shown that bells and colourful 
collars are not effective in preventing cats from 
killing birds and other wildlife—wildlife is not 
trained to realize the danger, cats can learn to 
stalk silently, and bells and collars do not 
protect flightless nestlings or fledglings.8  
 

Where can I learn more about the 
science and how to help?  
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