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Response to Draft Environmental Assessment of the Suitability 
of the Import of the Savannah Cat 
(Domestic Cat x Serval hybrid specimens) into Australia

Australia has a poor history with its wildlife with pest species playing a large role in this.  Pest species come from a range of taxa and includes cane toads, fire ants, asian bag mussels, blackbirds, red-eared slider turtles, rabbits, foxes and cats, each of which affect wildlife in a variety of ways from direct predation to competition.  Cats are recognized as having an estimated $144 million annual impact on the environment, with an additional $2 million annual economic impact, second only to foxes when considering Australia’s vertebrate pests (McLeod 2004).  

The threats faced by Australian wildlife by domestic cats, both as household pets with access to the outdoors, and as domestic cats that have gone feral, have been well established.  Cats are opportunistic predators that are viewed as a significant factor in the decline of many Australian mammals (May and Norton 1996).  In situations where cat numbers have been reduced, this has resulted in an increase in small mammal populations (Risbey, Calver et al. 2000).  In addition to preying on mammals, cats take a greater number of reptiles and birds than foxes (May and Norton 1996; Risbey, Calver et al. 1999).  As such, cats are likely to be a non-significant factor affecting bird, reptile and amphibian populations (McLeod 2004), taking most types of prey that are equal to or smaller than themselves.  

The serval and domestic cat was first crossed in 1986, but not until 2000 was the breed standard for the Savannah cat accepted by the international cat association.  The short period that this breed has been established for, and the difficulty in breeding associated with male infertility and variable phenotype, means characteristics are not stable.  This also makes it difficult to determine if animals brought into Australia are actually F5, not earlier crosses, as variation is common within litters.  

The Savannah cats desired for import have been selectively bred to have features of the serval, and despite back crosses occurring with domestic cats so that 97% of the genetics of the F5 imports would be domestic cat, breeders have focused on retaining serval features in this breed.  This is evident in the breed standard which states “The cat is a replica of the tall, lean, muscular serval cat of the African plains from which it originated.”  Savannah cats are noted for their high intelligence, not being adverse to water, and more importantly in regards to the potential impact on wildlife, being noted jumpers being able to jump more than 2m vertically from a standing start.
Australian wildlife has not evolved with many larger bodied carnivores, unlike fauna of America and Africa, and hence the risk of introducing the genetics of an effective predator into the country is likely to be higher than for countries with existing native predators which act as competitors and have pre-adapted wildlife to the type of predation exhibited by Savannah cats.  Above and beyond the threats posed by domestic cats, the Savannah cat introduces characteristics not present in the existing domestic cats of Australia, which make them a greater threat to wildlife than other domestic cat breeds.  Their larger size means they need to consume larger amounts of prey, increasing the impact a single animal has on wildlife (May and Norton 1996).  The bite strength of felines also increases in relation to an increase in body size (Christiansen 2007) allowing the larger Savannah cat to bite harder which can result in more severe injuries to people and improved ability to dispatch larger prey.   

Servals are specialists in catching rodents and birds living in tall grass but will also take birds up to the size of flamingos, snakes, lizards, frogs and small antelope young.  They are highly efficient hunters with 40% of pounces during day and 59% at night being successful, and rarely scavenging (Alderton 1998; Estes 1992).  Selection of Savannah cats to have the characteristics of servals means that some of this hunting efficiency is likely to also be incidentally selected for and hence be present for in the animals proposed for import.   The amount of prey taken by domestic cats does not appear to be influenced by neutering, gender, breed, the presence of bells on collars or the number of meals, although the age of the animal and amount of time spent outside at night does account for a small proportion of the variation in amount of prey taken (Barratt 1998).  

Although little difference has been observed in the walking style of domestic cats and servals (Day and Jayne 2007), servals have a much greater jumping ability.  They can leap over 2m, being observed to pluck birds from the air, and are known to catch prey by leaping on top of them with both front feet, either killing the prey outright or following up with a fatal neck bite(Alderton 1998; Estes 1992).  Servals are also known for their ability to swerve and change direction at full speed (Estes 1992).  Two other features place the threat to wildlife above that of existing cats in Australia; large ears meaning they are better able to pick up noises, even underground and their elongated forearms also mean that they can reach deep into holes to extract prey (Alderton 1998; Estes 1992).  Hand reared servals are known to be able to survive in the wild (Perrin 2002) and the ability of domestic cats to go feral is well known, meaning there is a high likelihood of Savannah cats being able to establish feral populations in Australia should they escape from captivity.

Across Australia many reserves have been fenced in a manner that excludes introduced predators such as cats and foxes in order to provide a safe area for threatened wildlife, with a focus on critical weight range mammal species, 120-5000g.  Animals in this weight range have been particularly threatened since European settlement, with cats and foxes implicated in the decline of many of them.  The ability of Savannah cats and their offspring to jump higher than the existing domestic and feral cats of Australia, adds an extra level of threat to their importation.  Feral cats are already capable of clearly jumping over a barrier of 1.5m (Day and MacGibbon, 2002 cited in Long and Robley 2004), and the greater jumping ability of Savannah cats means that they are more likely to breach the fences of some of these important wildlife refuges.  

The larger size of Savannah cats also is likely to play a role in the spread of the serval genes into the feral population should any animals be released or escape.  Cats mate promiscuously, and females can have litters that are sired by either a single male or multiple males (Day and MacGibbon, 2002 cited in Say, Pontier et al. 1999).  Studies of siring success in domestic cats have found that the reproductive variability of males is lower in an urban than rural area (Say, Pontier et al. 1999).  In the urban environment females mate with multiple males, with the most successful male varying between interactions and female interaction was not observed to be affected by male rank, size or age (Natoli, de Vito et al. 2000).   

High ranking male domestic cats occupy larger home ranges, overlapping with more females and siring more young (Say and Pontier 2004).  Light males tend to court only females in their own range, while heavier males have high mating success in their home range while also mating external to their normal range, with a large proportion of young being sired by extragroup males (Yamane 1998; Yamane, T. et al. 1996).  Together these factors suggests that the larger body size Savannah cats would have a higher rate of incorporation into feral cat populations in rural areas where they are more likely to be having significant impacts on native wildlife.

Preventing importation is the only effective way to remove the substantial risks to native wildlife posed by this species, as measures aimed at ameliorating problems after they occur are costly and often ineffective.  If the legislation can not be changed to prevent their importation, Savannah cats should be registered as a pest species, with permits required for holding them and a requirement for detailed records to be kept on numbers, sex, movements, births, deaths, individual identification, etc.  Owners would need to present registration when Savannah cats receive veterinary treatment, with all deaths substantiated by a veterinarian.  

If a registered Savannah cats location can not be verified upon inspection of registered owner’s premises, this animal would be assumed to have escaped and the owners subject to punishment for unauthorized release of a pest species.  Other conditions that would be required would be that any animals sold must be desexed unless being sold to a registered breeder.   All Savannah cats must be kept indoors or in a completely enclosed yard with an airlock type entrance, as normal fences are not adequate to contain them.  Despite these measures above, it is likely that no measures would be effectively monitored or enforced sufficiently to prevent Savannah cats posing a risk to native wildlife.

Despite presenting these options for holding imported animals, it is felt that the risks to Australian wildlife are too great to justify the importation of Savannah cats when the only benefits are for the personal satisfaction of a small group of cat fanciers.  With the wide range of threats currently facing Australian wildlife, they can not continue to bear the costs of human activities without paying the ultimate price; extinction.
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