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Executive Summary 

 

Every year, in Canada, it is estimated that 80 million bird deaths are attributed to 

domestic outdoor cats. In 2017, the PWA conducted outreach to domestic cat owners to 

decrease bird mortality within the Petitcodiac watershed. We purchased 225 brightly 

coloured cat collars from BirdsBeSafe® with the help of our funder, the New Brunswick 

Wildlife Trust Fund. Studies have shown that these collars can reduce cats’ predation 

success by 87% by making cats more visible to birds. We partnered with Global Pet 

Foods to distribute the brightly coloured collars to domestic cat owners. We coordinated 

outreach initiatives at public events and presented in schools to increase awareness of the 

impact of outdoor cats on songbird populations. Overall, the PWA staff communicated 

with approximately 450 people in the Greater Moncton Area, reached over 5,000 people 

through social media (Facebook), and we estimated another 5,000 people were reached 

from our interviews with local journals. By providing a solution to outdoor cat owners, 

we believe that this project will benefit birds in our region. We hope that our outreach 

will create more discussions around the topic of outdoor pets, resulting in a reduced 

amount of outdoor cats within the Petitcodiac watershed in the future.    
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Résumé général 

 

Chaque année, au Canada, il est estimé que 80 millions morts d’oiseaux sont attribuée 

aux chats domestiques qui vont à l’extérieur. En 2017, le PWA a mené des activités de 

sensibilisations aux propriétaires de chats afin de réduire la mortalité des oiseaux à 

l’intérieur du bassin versant Petitcodiac. Nous avons acheté 225 colliers de chat aux 

couleurs vives provenant de BirdsBeSafe® avec l’aide de notre financeur, le Fonds de 

Fiducie de la Faune du Nouveau-Brunswick. Des études ont montré que ces colliers 

peuvent réduire le succès de prédation des chats de 87% en rendant les chats plus visibles 

aux oiseaux. Nous nous sommes associé avec Global Pet Foods afin de distribuer les 

colliers de couleurs vives aux propriétaires de chats. Nous avons coordonné des activités 

de sensibilisations lors d’évènements publics et avons présenté dans des écoles afin 

d’accroître la sensibilisation par rapport à l’impact des chats extérieurs sur les 

populations d’oiseaux. Globalement, les employé(e)s du PWA ont communiqué avec près 

de 450 personnes dans la région du Grand Moncton, atteint plus de 5,000 personnes par 

l’entremise des médias sociaux (Facebook), et estimons avoir atteint 5,000 personnes de 

plus à partir de nos entrevues avec les journaux locaux. En fournissant une solution aux 

propriétaires de chats extérieurs, nous croyons que ce projet bénéficiera aux oiseaux dans 

notre région. Nous espérons que notre sensibilisation va créer plus de discussions au sujet 

des animaux domestiques extérieurs et résultera en une quantité réduite de chats 

extérieurs dans le bassin versant Petitcodiac dans le futur.   
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1. Introduction  

Birds play an essential role in our forests. For example, they can consume a large number 

of pest insect species preventing insect plagues from happening. Birds can act as 

pollinators (e.g. hummingbirds) and are great at dispersing seeds, which is essential for 

healthy forest regeneration. They disperse seeds via their droppings (i.e. fruit-eating 

birds) and their food caching behaviour (e.g. black-capped chickadees store seeds and 

nuts when they are in abundance to be available when food is scarce and when forgotten, 

plants have the potential to grow). Bird populations, primarily songbirds, are in a state of 

steady decline in Canada. It is estimated that nearly 270 million birds are killed by human 

related activities each year. Approximately 200 million of those deaths can be attributed 

to cats, both feral (120 million) and domestic (80 million), with 90% of these birds being 

songbirds. Bird mortality by cat predation is a concern in the Petitcodiac watershed. The 

Atlantic Wildlife Institute, a registered Canadian charity that provide emergency medical 

care for injured, orphaned or ill wildlife, receives many birds that have been attached by 

cats and often times they are not able to care for the injured birds because bacteria present 

in the cats’ mouth causes severe infection within the birds’ body. The Atlantic Wildlife 

Institute estimates that 15% of their injured bird cases are directly attributed to cat 

predation. For this reason, cat owners are encouraged to keep their pets indoors, but 

public compliance is difficult to achieve. Cats are predatory animals and will attack birds 

if given the opportunity, and this can be for food or play depending on the cat’s 

behaviour. Some cat owners do not like the idea that their cat kills small animals and 

have resorted to putting bells on their cat’s collar to warn birds of their presence. 

However, these are not effective measures in preventing bird mortality as cats learn to 

move without the bell making noise.  

 

Instead of using noise, specific colours and patterns have been proposed as being 

more effective at warning birds of cat’s presence. A study conducted in the United States 

recorded the number of birds caught by cats before and after the cats were wearing 

brightly coloured collars. This study showed that when cats are wearing brightly coloured 

collars, their predation success decreases by 87%. The effectiveness of these collars is 

directly correlated with the bird’s vision. Songbirds have a higher number of 

photoreceptor cells in their eyes than humans. This allows them to see bright colours 

more vividly even in darker light conditions. These two factors make the visibility of cats 

wearing brightly coloured collars greatly increased for songbirds.    

 

The objective of this project was to reduce songbird mortality within the 

Petitcodiac watershed by distributing brightly coloured cat collars to domestic cat owners 

in the Greater Moncton Area. We aimed to educate the public on the issue of cats and 

other human practices that cause high bird mortality rates by distributing educational 

pamphlets at outreach events, Global Pet Foods stores, and by presenting in local schools.  

2. Project Area  

This project was primarily based in the Greater Moncton Area, encompassing the tri-

community (Moncton, Dieppe, and Riverview). The Greater Moncton Area is located 

within the Acadian Forest ecoregion. It is an area of transition between two larger forest 
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ecosystems, the Northern Hardwood Forest and the Boreal Forest. As such, the Acadian 

Forest results in elements from each of these forests, creating a blend of softwood and 

hardwood trees. The Acadian Forest holds 32 species found in no other place in the 

world, and boasts one of the most richly diverse temperate forests. For this reason, there 

is a large variety of wildlife, including over 100 species of songbirds.  

 

The increasing human population of the Greater Moncton Area likely correlates 

with increased pressures on the wildlife inhabiting this area. One of the pressures that 

have been identified is the high number of feral and domestic outdoor cats and is very 

likely impacting local populations of small animals such as rodents and songbirds.  

3. Public Outreach 

We partnered with Global Pet Foods at the Dieppe and Moncton locations to increase our 

capacity to distribute the brightly coloured cat collars (Fig. 1) and pamphlets (Fig. 2) 

from BirdsBeSafe® to domestic cat owners. We distributed 220 out of the 225 collars we 

originally purchased. We intend to distribute the remaining collars at future public 

outreach events. Overall, we were pleased with how quickly the collars were given away. 

Cats from the SPCA being hosted at the Global Pet Foods were the first cats to try on the 

brightly coloured collars and they both got used to the collars very quickly and displayed 

general comfort wearing them (Fig. 1). For example, the black cat on the left was able to 

drink water and the tri-colored cat on the right was able to clean itself.   

 

   
Figure 1: Cats from the SPCA being hosted at the Global Pet Foods modelling 2 of the 5 

different patterns of collars we received from BirdsBeSafe®.  
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Figure 2: Double-sided pamphlets that came with the brightly coloured collars from 

BirdsBeSafe®. These pamphlets were distributed along with the collars to help cat 

owners understand how they work. Pamphlets were also available for people that were 

interested in learning more about these collars but did not want to bring back a collar 

home (e.g. some people did not own outdoor cats but were interested in the collars).   

 

We reached a total of 120 students from grade k-12 from school presentations. In 

addition, we reached 100 post-secondary students at events hosted by the New Brunswick 

Community College (NBCC), and 225 people from the public at the Dieppe and Moncton 

Farmers Market, as well as at Cabela’s for the Fall Great Outdoor Days event (Fig. 3).  
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Figure 3: Example of the PWA’s booth at the 7 public outreach events in 2017. Left: 

Dieppe Farmers Market, NB. Right: Fall Great Outdoor Days at Cabela’s, Moncton, NB.  

On social media, we reached over 5,000 people from our Facebook posts. We 

launched a photo contest to create more engagement from cat owners. The photo contest 

required people to post a picture of their cat wearing the brightly coloured collar with a 

short story about their cat for a chance to win one of the three cat trees donated by the 

Global Pet Foods (Fig. 4). We did not have as many participants as we had hoped for our 

photo contest (Fig. 5), but it reached close to 5,300 people on Facebook. Please note that 

the PWA takes bird mortality by cat predation seriously; the caption were suggested to 

encourage more discussion about cat predation in a non-aggressive environment. 

 

          
Figure 4: On the left is the Photo Contest Facebook Post where participants had to post a 

picture of their own cat wearing the brightly coloured collar with a caption. On the right 

are the 3 prizes to be won, which were cat trees donated by the Global Pet Foods.  
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Figure 5: Participants of our photo contest showing their cats wearing the collars.  

Our project received media attention from journals and was featured in CBC news 

and the Telegraph/ Times and Transcript Journals.  

 

1) http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/new-brunswick/cat-bird-collar-protect-songbird-new-

brunswick-watershed-alliance-1.4247075 
 

2) https://www.telegraphjournal.com/telegraph-journal/story/100302458/birdsbesafe-

petitcodiac-watershed-global-pet-foods-saint-john-moncton?source=story-search  
 

3) https://www.telegraphjournal.com/times-transcript/story/100302458/  

http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/new-brunswick/cat-bird-collar-protect-songbird-new-brunswick-watershed-alliance-1.4247075
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/new-brunswick/cat-bird-collar-protect-songbird-new-brunswick-watershed-alliance-1.4247075
https://www.telegraphjournal.com/telegraph-journal/story/100302458/birdsbesafe-petitcodiac-watershed-global-pet-foods-saint-john-moncton?source=story-search
https://www.telegraphjournal.com/telegraph-journal/story/100302458/birdsbesafe-petitcodiac-watershed-global-pet-foods-saint-john-moncton?source=story-search
https://www.telegraphjournal.com/times-transcript/story/100302458/
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Finally, we participated in the New Brunswick Environmental Network’s 30 Days 

for Biodiversity Initiative and our “80 million birds” post was one of the most viewed.  

 

 
Figure 6: Screenshot of the “80 Million Birds” post for the 30 Days for Biodiversity 

Initiative featured on the New Brunswick Environmental Network’s website.  
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4. Conclusion 

The domestic cat (Felis catus) is considered a distinctive species, however, having been 

bred from wild cats (Felis silvestris) by humans, domestic cats have no native range. 

Thus, when domestic cats are allowed outdoors, they are considered a non-native, 

invasive and feral species. It is important to understand that an invasive species causes or 

is likely to cause ecological or economic harm, or endanger human health in an 

environment where it is not native. Being the most abundant domestic pet in North 

America, outdoor domestic cats are the largest human-influenced source of mortality for 

native wildlife and are responsible for the extinction of numerous mammals, reptiles, and 

birds. Our project focused on the reduction of adult bird mortality by cat predation, 

although we have to consider that many cats prey on young birds (i.e. nestlings and 

fledglings) not capable of flight and therefore are not able to flee from danger. Ideally, 

domestic cats should not be allowed outside without their owner’s supervision as to 

reduce their impact on native wildlife and to benefit the cats and their owners’ health. 

 

Domestic cats are facing many threats when allowed outside, such as predation by 

foxes, coyotes, domestic dogs, raptors, owls, lynxes, other domestic cats, poisoning, 

diseases, vehicle collisions, and many other human-related hazards. Toxoplasmosis is a 

common disease in outdoor domestic cats and humans that is worth mentioning. 

Domestic cats can get infected with the Toxoplasmosis disease caused by the parasite 

Toxoplasma gondii that they acquire from eating raw meat (i.e. native mammals and 

birds). This disease primarily affects kittens and causes diarrhea, loss of appetite, and can 

affect the lungs, liver, and nervous system, but most adult cats are immune to the disease. 

Symptoms can be treated with antibiotics, but it cannot kill the parasite. Domestic cats 

are the preferred host of the parasite, meaning that domestic cats allowed outside often 

become carriers of the disease. The parasite can actually influence the behaviour of prey 

animals (e.g. small mammals and birds) to increase their chances of being predated by 

cats for the parasite to reach their preferred host (i.e. the cat). This parasite can be 

transmitted to humans via contact with an infected cat’s feces. In humans, the disease 

affects individuals with weak immune systems and can be fatal in some cases. For 

example, the disease can affect the development of fetuses of pregnant woman who 

become infected by the disease during pregnancy. There are treatments available when a 

fetus becomes infected by the disease, but it can cause side effects. In addition, recent 

studies are suggesting links between this parasite and long-term personality changes and 

associations with mental illness in humans. Toxoplasma gondii is one of the most 

widespread parasites in humans worldwide. It is estimated between 30% and 50% of the 

global human population is infected with the parasite, and this percentage is closer to 

50% in Canada. Thus, the benefits of keeping domestic cats indoors are plentiful.  

 

During the length of this project, we reached many community members and 

started interesting conversations that may lead to more regulations concerning outdoor 

domestic cats in our region. By taking a non-aggressive approach when talking with 

outdoor cat owners, we were able to get them involved and interested in our project. This 

most likely contributed to our ability to give away most (98 %) of our brightly coloured 

cat collars. It is important to keep in mind that pet owners are very sensitive about their 

companions, and that is why we strongly recommend taking a non-aggressive approach 



    

15 

 Petitcodiac Watershed Alliance (PWA) Inc. 

when talking about wildlife conservation efforts to pet owners. This technique enabled us 

to better understand the level of knowledge of pet owners concerning city regulations, the 

impact of outdoor cats on wildlife, specifically on bird populations, and their level of 

interest in participating in wildlife conservation efforts to reduce bird mortality by cats.  

 

We found that a lot of people are aware that cats kill birds, but were not aware of 

the extent of its impact on bird populations: “80 million birds killed by domestic cats per 

year in Canada”. Most domestic cat owners that let their cat go outside said they did not 

like the idea that their cat causes bird deaths and did their best to try to prevent it (e.g. 

putting their cat on a leash, putting a bell on their cat’s collar). Most domestic cat owners 

were also willing to try out the brightly coloured collars, but they did not want to stop 

letting their cat go outside because it would be too cruel for their outdoor cat to lose their 

freedom to roam outside. However, some outdoor domestic cat owners mentioned that 

when they acquire a new cat, they would not let them go outside. This was very 

encouraging and we hope that our outreach efforts will have a similar effect on other 

outdoor domestic cat owners.  

 

In terms of regulations regarding outdoor domestic pets, there are city by-laws for 

the municipalities within the Petitcodiac watershed. These by-laws state that cats are not 

permitted to roam free on other people’s property, must be on a leash no longer than three 

meters at all times in public places, and owners must pick up their pet’s droppings on any 

public or private property, including their own. These by-laws apply strongly to dogs for 

safety reasons and are being enforced, but these rules also apply to other pets such as 

cats. From the information we gathered from the public, most people are not aware that 

these by-laws also apply to cats. The PWA is not a political organization and we did not 

talk about this by-law during our outreach efforts, but we would gladly make this by-law 

available on our website and provide scientific information as to why we support it.  


