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1. Introduction 

Straight Talk has been engaged by National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) to undertake stakeholder 

and community engagement activities related to the review of the Wild Horse Management Plan for 

Kosciuszko National Park.  

Accordingly, Straight Talk undertook four focus group meetings in July 2014, in Parramatta, Jindabyne, 

Canberra and Sydney. Each group comprised 10 to 15 participants and lasted for approximately two 

hours. Participants were randomly selected to be broadly demographically representative (by age and 

gender) and were paid a stipend of $80 for their attendance. Straight Talk’s Director, Lucy Cole-Edelstein 

and Senior Consultant, Nicola Wass moderated the groups. 

The objective of the focus groups was to understand community views in relation to the population 

control methods used to manage feral animals in national parks and wild horses in particular, and to 

identify the key matters that the community think are important in relation to that management. The 

focus groups also provided the opportunity to understand what information people need in order to be 

able to deliberate about the complexities associated with wild horse management. 

This report details the key insights gained from the focus groups and their communication implications, 

and key findings of the focus groups.  
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2. Key Insights 

Key insights drawn from the four focus groups are: 

 Participants engaged with and assessed the topics differently – approximately one third had a 

‘critical thinking’ approach – one based on evidence, science, definitions, cost/benefit analysis, while 

the others had a more emotional/values-based approach to considering topics to varying degrees 

 Many participants equated ‘feral’ with ‘destructive’ and did not conceive wild horses as being 

destructive since they do not kill other animals; the destruction of plants was not considered 

damaging 

 In almost all cases, people only mentioned animals when talking about feral species, weeds and 

other plants were only discussed by one or two participants 

 The majority of participants are not aware of the numbers of wild horses or the extent of the 

damage they cause in Kosciuszko National Park but on learning of it they understand the need to 

control population numbers 

 Effectiveness and humaneness are critical components of an acceptable population control method. 

Effective can mean: 
o Cost effective (there was some discussion about the cost of not acting, and alternate uses of 

money that could be ‘saved’ by cost-effective methods) 

o Achieving a specific goal or objective 

o Quick  

 Different participants have different concepts of what humaneness means but in most cases it 

meant ‘quick and clean’ (one shot, one kill) so animals don’t suffer 

 Participants needed to understand there is a legitimate need to control population numbers to be 

comfortable about the use of lethal control methods for horses and some were concerned by the 

idea of the animal being ‘wasted’ (nothing done with the carcases – like it being used for dog food) 

 If lethal methods are necessary, ground shooting  (understood to be trapping and then shooting at 

close range ) was initially seen as being more accurate/effective/humane than aerial shooting – but 

after discussion and an explanation of the effectiveness of aerial shooting, most participants 

accepted aerial shooting could have a place in appropriate circumstances. Precision, control and 

accuracy are key factors in the acceptance or otherwise of aerial shooting 

 Acceptance of shooting as a control method is influenced by how controlled/professional the 

process/marksman is. Although some participants suggested licensed private hunters could be 

utilised, the majority were very uncomfortable with the idea that shooting would be done by people 

who enjoy hunting/shooting animals 

 Most participants accepted the statistics of the effectiveness of aerial shooing but some did express 

scepticism they could be that ‘good’ (i.e. the high rate of quick deaths with 2 shots – 100%) 

 For lethal control methods to be acceptable, there has to be an objective or goal that is part of a 

formal plan for managing population numbers – many participants were interested in understanding 

what the objective of management is and whether there is a sustainable number the park can cope 

with  
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 Aerial shooting could be accepted as part of a suite of control measures to be used in appropriate 

circumstances 

 Generally speaking, the more ‘ critical’ a participant’s thinking approach was, the more comfortable 

they were with killing horses if there was a reason to do so 

 There was some awareness amongst participants of the Guy Fawkes National Park cull (an 

inaccurate and strongly emotional understanding of what occurred) and of the Man from Cox’s River 

film, recently released. 

Communication implications 

The following communication implications for the review have been identified: 

 A concise and accurate description of feral animals, their impact on national parks and 
Kosciuszko National Park in particular needs to be developed 

 Need to communicate the importance of plants in Kosciuszko National Park – they are not seen 
as being important and their destruction is not considered 

 Overview of the number of feral animals (i.e. deer, pigs, cats and dogs) in national parks across 
the state and Kosciuszko National Park in particular 

 Impact of horses may need to be more clearly articulated in project collateral 
 Referencing the findings about the efficacy of aerial shooting would be beneficial if it is going to 

be featured in communications 
 Emphasise NPWS uses a suite of control measures, not just one, for each feral animal type, and 

this should also apply to horses (it’s not just about shooting or not shooting) 
 Simple explanation of ‘the facts about Guy Fawkes’ – should be considered at some stage 
 There is an opportunity to leverage off the Man from Cox River film, given its popularity, to 

counter some of the assumptions the film might suggest to viewers (by actively identifying how 
the situation in Kosciuszko National Park is different to that of the film) and to seek support of 
the film makers to ‘publicise’ the review during any Q&A sessions they hold. 
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3. Key Findings 

Feral and pest animals 

There was good general knowledge of and understanding about feral animals, although most people 

didn’t really know there was a difference between feral and pest animals. The groups were able to 

identify a number of introduced species. No-one identified a native animal as feral, although a couple of 

people suggested a native animal could be considered feral if there was too many of them. 

In relation to views about whether horses in national parks were feral animals, participants were divided 

into those who had a definition-based view and those with an ‘emotional’-based view. That is, some 

participants were very comfortable with the idea that they are a domesticated animal that has become 

wild and therefore are a feral animal, while others could not acknowledge they were feral even after 

being given the definition.  

In some cases, participants acknowledged that although horses fit within the definition of a feral animal 

they still did not think about horses in that way. This inability to think of horses as feral was linked to 

their view that feral animals were destructive and that horses were not destructive, so could not be 

thought of as feral. Pigs and cats were two animals that were cited as justification for this view. For 

example, cats were destructive because they killed other animals, and pigs were seen to be very 

destructive to the landscape. 

“I love horses, and horses and feral don’t go together. I am a cat lover but do see cats as feral…cats 

are destructive, horses are more passive”. 

“Rational part thinks they are feral and need to be removed, but other animals kill other animals. I 

struggle with ‘let’s go out and kill the horses for eating the grass’.” 

“Black pigs root up the ground, so other animals have nothing to eat, that is destructive, that is feral.” 

Feral animal control methods 

Across all four groups there was broad acceptance about the use of population control methods on feral 

animals and participants were comfortable, if not blasé, about the use of a range of methods. Baiting, 

trapping and shooting feral animals were all understood to be control methods and their use to manage 

feral animals was accepted. There was some concern that certain control methods might impact on 

native animals, baiting in particular. 

Those participants who identified as having an interest in animal welfare were more supportive of non-

lethal control methods and believed that animal welfare groups would be interested in assisting with 

funding of non-lethal control methods.  

The shooting of pigs, cats, dogs, and rabbits was accepted as usual practice and, although there was an 

occasional mention of the need for control methods to be humane,  no-one expressed concern about 

lethal methods being used on these feral animals. 

The use of non-lethal control methods, such as fertility methods and trapping and removal/relocation of 

animals, although acknowledged as more humane were not seen reasonable except in the case of wild 

horses. 
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 “I can’t think of too many feral or pest animals that you’d want to survive anesthetising, maybe 

kangaroos or brumbies, maybe camels.” 

“Don’t see the point in fertility controls, what’s the point of it if they are feral?” 

Discussion about these methods led to an acknowledgement that different methods were more 

acceptable for some animals over others. The control of ‘brumbies’ was raised as an example of an 

animal that non-lethal methods should be used on.  

“I am assuming we are talking about brumbies because all the methods you mentioned didn’t make 

much sense for anything else” 

A point of difference for some people between wild horses and other feral animals in relation to the 

validity of non-lethal control methods was that horses can be retrained while other wild animals cannot. 

“Most cost effective method would be euthanised, but when I hear they are horses maybe they can be 

retrained and used for something?” 

Horse control methods 

As indicated above, the use of non-lethal control methods for horses was quite strongly supported, 

although to some extent the support of non-lethal methods depended on the goal of population 

control.  

“Why don’t they neuter them? It’s not offensive to people” 

Allowing cattlemen and others to muster horses and sell them on was raised in different groups as a 

positive solution to population control - a support to someone’s livelihood and as a control method. 

The need to know there was a plan about the control of the horse population and to understand the 

purpose for population control was a key issue for many participants, especially in relation to the use of 

lethal control methods. Many participants raised questions about whether there is a sustainable 

population number the park can support and needed to understand that there was a justifiable reason 

for managing the population. 

“I don’t like any killing unless there is a real goal and I don’t really understand the government’s 

goal.”  

Despite many participants emotional-values based approach to thinking about this issue, most wanted 

to be sure there was a genuinely justified need to control population, especially via lethal methods. 

“I would need to be convinced there was a significant issue but if there is, then obviously you need to 

do something about it.”  

“I would like studies to be done…depending on the whole picture I would say do something but on the 

other hand emotionally I am saying ‘oh no’”. 

If there was a clearly articulated need to control population numbers then the majority of participants 

were comfortable with the idea of lethal control methods in the right circumstances, and as part of a 

suite of measures, especially those who were more concerned about native plants and animals and the 

reason national parks exist in the first place. However, each group contained at least one or two 

participants (men) who were immediately comfortable about killing horses if NPWS believed there was 

a need to do so.   
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In fact, some participants were of the view that if the purpose of the population control was to 

eradicate horses from the park then shooting was the most effective method. 

“If you want to exterminate completely, then go for it”. 

Initially, ground shooting was seen as the best method of lethal control by most participants. The key 

driver for this was accuracy and the idea that it was the only way to get a ‘clean’ and therefore humane 

death for the animal. The assumption was usually made that the animal would be trapped and then shot 

at close range, which many thought was more humane than being chased by a helicopter. However, 

after a discussion about the stress being trapped would have on the horses, which was raised by other 

participants rather than the moderator, opinions did shift. 

Aerial shooting 

For the majority of participants, initial views about aerial shooting were very negative. Most viewed it as 

inhumane and inaccurate (being seen to be both random and uncontrolled), and thought that being 

chased by a helicopter would be very stressful for the animal.  

“The accuracy is not good from high above, it is a hit and miss situation” 

“You can’t guarantee it will always be horses, other animals might get killed” 

There were some who didn’t agree with this view and believed that aerial shooting gave the marksman 

a much better view for a more accurate shot, and supported it as a control method on the basis of how 

effective they believed it would be. Following group discussion, some opponents changed their initial 

views about it. 

“I hadn’t thought about the stress and damage in trap, so if you are talking about someone who is 

fairly accurate, than I am OK”. 

Those who had a more critical thinking approach thought group discussion about it was unnecessary as 

the question about which method was more accurate was a factual one, however, this was a minority 

view. 

“It is an empirical question, which is more accurate, that is where the answer is, not by us emoting 

about it”. 

A number of participants were frustrated with the more emotional-valued based thinking approach of 

other participants and their attitudes to shooting animals. 

“They have their head in the sand, there are hundreds of abattoirs killing animals every day” 

Once participants were given an explanation of how aerial shooting is undertaken and the research 

about its accuracy and the length of time between the horse being aware of the helicopter and being 

killed, the majority of participants changed their views.  

“I think it’s fairly humane, if it is guaranteed that two shots and they’ll die within half a minute” 

“It sounds like it is the least possible suffering of the animal, if it is true, and I will assume it is as I 

don’t have any contradictory information.” 

However, some participants’ views did not change at all. 

“I can’t condone any of the killing, I belong to too many animal welfare groups”. 
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For all participants the humaneness and effectiveness, and to some extent cost effectiveness, of any 

population control method, especially lethal methods, was extremely important. However even for 

those who thought cost-effectiveness was important the humaneness of control methods was the 

paramount concern. 

The key markers for the humaneness of lethal methods were that they are quick and ‘clean’, with the 

minimum amount of suffering for the animal. The intent was also important - many people were 

concerned by the idea hunters would be allowed to shoot horses. 

“Quickest, cleanest death possible” 

“One shot, one kill” 

“If it has to be done, let’s get it right. Let’s not have cowboys out there shooting horses because they 

like doing it.” 

Effectiveness and cost-effectiveness were important to most participants, although there were more 

differences of opinion about what they constituted. 

“We do think cost is important – money can be put back into the park if management is effective” 

“Effectiveness depends on the goal of the organisation to protect natives, then it has to be the best 

way to achieve it” 

“I think effectiveness comes down to long-term cost to the government.” 

“If damage is being done then cost shouldn’t come into it, it just needs to be fixed.” 

“In terms of cost, it needs to be a cost we can bear.” 

 

 

 

 

 




