[image: City of Melbourne]
Discussion Paper
Domestic Animal Management plan 2026-2029
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The City of Melbourne is preparing its Domestic Animal Management Plan (DAMP) 2026-2029, which guides our management of cats and dogs through this four-year period, and we need you to have your say on what you feel the key issues and objectives are, and what actions you’d like to see us take. 

The Domestic Animals Act 1994 (the Act) requires Domestic Animal Management Plans to be prepared by every council in Victoria at four yearly intervals. 

The plan will guide the City of Melbourne in its service to the community, increasing the likelihood of animals being reunited with their owners and reducing the number of cats and dogs in animal shelters and potentially being euthanised. It will also assist the City of Melbourne to promote increased liveability in the municipality through minimising the nuisance and possible danger created by some dogs and cats. 

In creating the new plan, management will consider recent developments in the animal management landscape at both a local and a State level. 

We’ll be developing our draft plan with feedback via an online survey posted on the Participate Melbourne webpage. 
[bookmark: _Toc193032453]2 Background to this plan
[bookmark: _Toc403992347][bookmark: _Toc403992582][bookmark: _Toc419966635][bookmark: _Toc419982307]Part 5 of the Act requires every council in Victoria to prepare, at four-year intervals, a Domestic Animal Management Plan. The Act requires the plan to: 
· [bookmark: _Hlk191901603]set out a method for evaluating whether the animal control services provided by the Council in its municipal district are adequate to give effect to the requirements of the Act and its regulations
· outline programs for the training of authorised officers to ensure that they can properly administer the requirements of the Act in the Council’s municipal district
· outline programs, services and strategies which the Council intends to pursue in its municipal district
· promote and encourage responsible ownership of dogs and cats
· ensure that people comply with the Act, the regulations and any related legislation 
· minimise the risk of attack by dogs on people and animals
· address any over-population and high euthanasia rates for dogs and cats 
· encourage the registration and identification of dogs and cats
· minimise the potential for dogs and cats to create a nuisance
· effectively identify all dangerous dogs, menacing dogs and restricted breed dogs in that district and to ensure that those dogs are kept in compliance with the Act and regulations
· provide for the review of existing orders made under the Act and local laws that relate to the Council’s municipal district with a view to determining whether further orders or local laws dealing with the management of dogs and cats in the municipal district are desirable
· provide for the review of any other matter related to the management of dogs and cats in its municipal that it thinks necessary
· provide for the periodic review of any program, service, strategy or review outlined under the plan 
In addition, every Council must: 
· review its domestic animal management plan annually and, if appropriate, amend the plan. 
· provide the Secretary of the Department of Energy, Environment and Climate Action (DEECA) with a copy of the plan and any amendments to the plan. 
· publish an evaluation of its implementation of the plan in its annual report. 
The Domestic Animal Management Plan is required to be completed and lodged with DEECA by 4 December 2025.
City of Melbourne’s current Domestic Animal Management Plan can be accessed from our website. 
[bookmark: _Toc193032454]3 Key facts
[bookmark: _Toc193032455]Population
As of 30 August 2024 an estimated 177,400 people were living in the City of Melbourne. The estimated population resides in 111,600 dwellings. We estimate that by 2043 the population could reach 292,100. 
Between January and November 2024, Victoria hosted a total of 257,231 international students. University students make up around 23 per cent of the CBD population alone. The support and comfort that pets provide can be especially important to those living away from home to study. Awareness of domestic animal laws and navigating pet ownership when residing overseas on a temporary basis are some of the barriers that international students face when owning pets. We acknowledge the importance of delivering accessible animal management services to assist our international student population with pet ownership. 
[bookmark: _Toc403992348][bookmark: _Toc403992583]As of 4 March 2025, Council are aware of 85 people sleeping on the streets in our municipality. Some of the people experiencing homelessness living in Melbourne also own pets. We realise that animals are important companions, and we are sensitive to the precarious situation that people living on the street face and must balance this with the safety of all members of public. We provide education to all pet owners about responsible pet ownership and ensure registration and effective control to minimise the incidence of attacks and ensure the safety of pets in the city environment. 
Where appropriate, we assist people to access services who provide animal welfare support such as low cost or free veterinary services and emergency boarding.
[bookmark: _Toc193032456]Local Laws and orders
Melbourne City Council’s Activities Local Law 2024 (Local Law) requires dog owners to collect and dispose of their dog’s waste in public places and always carry means for the effective collection and removal of any dog waste.
The Local Law also requires that pet owners maintain any structure or location used for housing an animal in a clean, inoffensive and sanitary condition, so as not to cause any nuisance and to the satisfaction of the Council. 
Under the Local Law there are prescriptions Council can take to restrict the number of pets in a household. There are presently no restrictions on the number of animals a person can keep without a permit. 
Melbourne City Council’s Order under Section 26(2) of the Act requires dogs to be leashed (not exceeding 3m) in public places except for designated off-leash areas. The following parks have designated off-leash areas: 
· Canning And Neill Street Reserve, Carlton (timed off-leash area)
· Clayton Reserve, North Melbourne  
· Fawkner Park, South Yarra 
· JJ Holland Park, Kensington
· Kings Way and Moray Street Reserve, Southbank 
· Manningham Reserve, Parkville 
· North Melbourne Recreational Reserve, North Melbourne
· Point Park, Docklands (timed off-leash area)
· Princes Park, Parkville 
· Riverside Park, Kensington (timed off-leash area)
· Ron Barassi Senior Park, Docklands 
· Royal Park, Parkville
· Stawell Park, West Melbourne
· Wellington Park, East Melbourne (timed off-leash area)
· Yarra Park, East Melbourne 
Dogs must be brought under effective control by means of a chain, cord or leash when within five metres of a shared path identified for use by both pedestrians and bike riders. A dog must also be brought under effective control by means of a chain, cord or leash when within 20 metres of: 
· a children’s play equipment area or outdoor fitness equipment area; permanent barbecue or picnic area; 
· a sports field or recreation facility during organised sporting activity (including training); 
· the principal location of an organised public event or meeting; a river, creek or water body
Dogs are prohibited from entering designated spaces within Fawkner Park, JJ Holland Park and Royal Park.   
Further information on dog walking 
[bookmark: _Toc193032457]Resourcing  
The Animal Management Team for the City of Melbourne is coordinated by the Animal Management Coordinator who is supported by a Senior Animal Management Officer, four Animal Management Officers and a business support officer who provides administrative support. The team expanded to include two additional Animal Management Officers in November 2023. A roster was also introduced which expanded service delivery on weekends.   
The team delivers services relating to investigations and complaint resolution. Animal pound services and afterhours emergency services for the collection of animals is provided by The Lost Dogs Homeunder contract.









Table 1 – Customer Service Request statistics
The numbers below relate to the number of animal-related requests received from members of the public
	Service Type
	2020
	2021
	2022
	2023
	2024

	Animal Business Investigation 
	9
	7
	4
	3
	8

	Animal Welfare and Cruelty to Animals
	45
	27
	40
	37
	42

	Barking Dogs
	142
	175
	177
	162
	196

	Collection of Lost/ Injured Cats, Dogs, Livestock
	336
	352
	386
	279
	184

	Animal Management – Customer Enquiry
	1619
	1745
	1771
	1834
	2027

	Dog Attacks & Rushes
	102
	115
	131
	141
	107

	Leashing of Dogs
	208
	163
	171
	195
	190

	Other Animal Issue
	78
	78
	97
	104
	142

	Stray Animal
	99
	94
	86
	108
	91

	Total
	4658
	4777
	4885
	4886
	5011



[bookmark: _Toc193032458]4 Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc193032459]4.1	Registration and identification 
Dogs and cats are required by law to be registered annually. They are also required to be microchipped and wear an identification marker (a Council Supplied tag for example) when outside their premises.
Registration fees partially fund the Animal Management Team enabling proactive park patrols, responsible pet ownership education and investigation of dog attacks. These services are critical to ensuring our public spaces are safe and accessible for both residents and visitors to our city.
In February 2020 the City of Melbourne had 3618 registered dogs and 2377 registered cats, compared with 4280 registered dogs and 3784 registered cats in February 2024. These figures demonstrate the dramatic increase in pet ownership in recent years. These numbers can be largely attributed to an increase in pet ownership during the COVID-19 pandemic and the relaxing of laws concerning tenants keeping pets at rental properties. 
City of Melbourne has received over 2000 new animal registration applications each year since 2021, demonstrating both the transient nature of the municipality’s population and the steady increase in pet ownership. Over the past three years approximately 35% of animal registrations were not renewed because the owner left our council area, or they no longer have their pet. We are aware that not all pet owners register their pets and that registration rates are higher for dogs compared to cats. Securing initial and annual registrations is an ongoing challenge. 
We use lifetime registration tags and utilise email, text messaging and social media in the registration renewal process which has seen an increase in the number of registrations renewed on time. 
At dog training events we assisted owners with updating their pets microchip details for registered pets. 
We undertake regular park patrols to identify unregistered animals and follow up with owners to achieve compliance. We work closely with neighbouring councils when we encounter unregistered animals that reside other municipalities to ensure that compliance is achieved.
Table 2 – Registration statistics (by species)
	
	2020
	2021
	2022
	2023
	2024

	Cats
	2377
	3084
	3042
	3232
	3784

	Dogs
	3618
	4474
	4123
	3907
	4280

	Total
	5995
	7558
	7165
	7139
	8064



Table 3 – Registration statistics (new registration applications per calendar year)
	
	2020
	2021
	2022
	2023
	2024

	New Animal Registration Applications
	1749
	2341
	2996
	2882
	2459

	
	
	
	
	
	


	What do you think?
· What other measures could the City of Melbourne take to identify any unregistered animals?



[bookmark: _Toc193032460]4.2	Cat management 
In July and August 2024, Council invited community to provide feedback on the possibility of introducing cat management policies. Engagement revealed overwhelming support for the proposed cat management policies 84 per cent of respondents supported mandatory desexing of cats, 76 per cent of responders supported cat containment in general, 81 per cent of responders supported cats being prohibited from environmentally sensitive areas. 
On 1 April 2025, the Future Melbourne Committee (under delegation of Council) resolved to make municipal orders to require all cats be:
· contained to their property between the hours of 6pm and 8am 
· desexed 
· prohibited from waterways, riverine environments and certain major parks and gardens, unless under effective control by means of a purpose-built carrier, or harness and leash, and in the presence of their owner at all times. 
 
These orders will come into effect on 1 October 2025 and be reviewed in mid-2026. More information will be shared soon and cat owners will be supported throughout the transition period. City of Melbourne will report back to the committee in 2026 evaluating these changes.

Additionally, Animal Welfare Victoria published their state-wide Victorian Cat Management Strategy in December 2024. Whilst its goals closely align with the cat management policies already being explored by Council, the strategy may impact how we plan to manage cats in our municipality over the coming years. 
There are large populations of semi-owned and unowned cats in the City of Melbourne. There is currently no strategy to sustainably manage or reduce these populations. In 2024 we received 56 reports of roaming cats, with most occurrences in North Melbourne where there are known unowned or semi-owned cat colonies. These colonies are inadvertently exacerbated by residents who regularly feed these cats, which can make them difficult to contain.   
	What do you think?
· Can you suggest any ideas we should adopt to further improve our management of cats?



[bookmark: _Toc193032461]4.3	Dogs in public places
Dogs are required to be confined to their home property except in the company of their owner (or handler) in public places. 
Whether they are on leash with their owner or wandering at large, there are risks associated with dogs in public places. These risks include dog attacks on people and other animals and impacts to the enjoyment and safety of other people using public spaces. The risk is even greater when dogs are wandering at large; lost dogs can become stressed and extremely difficult to capture and can become involved in road accidents.  
We recognise the benefits of dog walking which includes the need for public parks where dogs can be exercised off leash, but there are challenges in the provision of open space generally in a capital city environment. City of Melbourne currently has 17 areas where dogs can be exercised off leash. Four of these are timed off-leash areas, meaning dogs can only be exercised off-leash at these locations between certain times. 
Dogs are required to be leashed in all remaining public places. Our Animal Management Officers routinely patrol public places to educate and enforce the leashing requirements. There are also designated areas where dogs are prohibited within Royal Park, JJ Holland Park and Fawkner Park. 
In 2024, renewal works were undertaken at Eades Park to improve the parks amenities and safety for both dogs and dog owners. The new and improved space was unveiled in November 2024 featuring secure fencing and a mix of sensory surfaces and landscapes.  
Complaints concerning the leashing of dogs were at a five-year high in 2020 (208 reports received). There was a reduction in leashing complaints in 2021 (163) and 2022 (171). Leashing complaints increased in 2023 (195) and 2024 (190. One contributing factor to the reduction in complaints may be an increase in enforcement patrols in parks. The number of reports indicates that safety and equitable use of park spaces continues to be a priority for our residents.        
Our challenges around dogs in public spaces include:
· Lack of knowledge among visitors and residents of municipal leashing requirements and location of off-leash areas 
· compliance by dog owners with leash requirements and dogs prohibited areas
· effective control of dogs in off leash areas
· ensuring people remove their dog’s waste from public places 
· managing the substantial growth in our municipality’s population and corresponding demands on public open space by all members of the community including dog owners.  

	What do you think?
· Do you think that having timed off-leash areas is an appropriate way of ensuring equitable use of our parks?  
· Do you have any suggestions about how Council could further balance the needs of pet owners and non-pet-owners in public places?



[bookmark: _Toc193032462]4.4	Unclaimed animals 
The number of animals impounded within the City of Melbourne in 2020 was 174 dogs and 340 cats, compared to 114 dogs and 369 cats in 2024. The higher number of cats impounded in 2024 may be attributed to increased trapping activity aimed at semi-owned and unowned cat populations.      
The Code of Practice for the Management of Cats and Dogs in Shelters and Pounds provides animals may be euthanased if they are;
· infected with an untreatable infectious disease
· unweaned or deformed
· known to have temperament issues including aggressive tendencies.
The euthanasia rate in 2020 was 5.7% for dogs and 30.9% for cats, compared with 12.3% for dogs and 29.5% for cats in 2024.  
We engaged with veterinary clinics within our municipality to reduce the number of stray animals being brought from other municipalities and into our council area. Delivering up an animal to a veterinary clinic in a different municipality or that is a significant distance away reduces the chances of animals being reclaimed by their owners.        
Stray animals are taken to The Lost Dogs Home animal shelter in North Melbourne. The Lost Dogs Home is our contracted pound who provides leading foster care and rehabilitation programs for unwanted animals that has contributed to a decline in euthanasia rates.
While all Councils are tasked with finding rehoming or reuniting lost animals with their owners, most local governments rely on services provided by contracted animal shelters.  
	What do you think?
· What more can the Council do to reduce the number of unowned dogs and cats?


[bookmark: _Toc193032463]4.5	Nuisance barking  
The City of Melbourne investigates all barking dog requests and mediates most issues to resolution by providing education and tools for reducing any issue found. We use a number of resources to educate dog owners around nuisance barking issues but are seeking to introduce new programs as part of this DAMP. Some of the initiatives we are investigating include education sessions on nuisance barking issues for registered pet owners in high density living and additional written education materials.    
Over the last 5 years there has been a large increase in nuisance barking dog complaints reported to City of Melbourne. In 2020 we received 142 reports, which increased almost each year, until 2024 where we received 196 reports. This signifies a 38% increase in barking dog reports since 2020. There are a number of factors which have likely contributed to the increase in nuisance barking complaints, including an increase in people working from home and a substantial increase in dog ownership in the municipality. 
	What do you think?
· What other measures could the Council use to address barking dog complaints? 


[bookmark: _Toc193032464]
4.6	Dangerous, menacing and restricted breed dogs 
The Act has special requirements for dealing with dogs that have been declared either a dangerous or menacing dog and for dogs that are a restricted breed of dog. 
The owner of a dangerous or menacing dog must notify the Council if the dog moves into the municipality. The City of Melbourne has also received information from other Councils of owners wishing to declared dogs into the municipality. This information means that appropriate action including regular audits can be conducted to ensure that owners are complying with declarations that apply to their animals. 
The City of Melbourne has 1 registered menacing dog and no registered dangerous or restricted breed dogs. 
[bookmark: _Toc193032465]4.7	Dog attacks 
There has been a concerning increase in dog attacks reported to City of Melbourne over the past five years. There were 102 dog attacks reported in 2020, 115 in 2021, 131 in 2022 and 141 in 2023. Pleasingly there was a large reduction in dog attack reports in 2024, where we investigated 107 incidents. There is anecdotal evidence to suggest that dog attack incidents may have increased during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, where dog ownership increased but opportunities to train and socialise these animals was reduced. The decline in dog attacks reported in 2024 may be an indication the community and their pets have started to adjust to life post-lockdowns.    
Most reported attacks and rushes occur in our parks while owners are with their dog, but several attacks reported to us occurred in common areas of high-density residences such as elevators or corridors. Since 2020, at least 21 of these attacks resulted in serious injury requiring hospitalisation, veterinary care and in most cases surgery.
Animal Management Officers proactively patrol public places and provide education and advice on the effective control and confinement of dogs to prevent attacks. The Council issues fines and prosecutes attacks that cause serious injuries. In instances where a dog is identified as a serious threat to the community, the Council or a Magistrate may order that a dog be destroyed. 
	What do you think?
What other measures could the City of Melbourne use to reduce the number of dog attacks/rushes?  


[bookmark: _Toc193032466]4.8	Domestic animal businesses    
The City of Melbourne is responsible for the registration of premises as domestic animal businesses which include:
· pet shops
· animal shelters and pounds
· boarding facilities including day care, overnight and home boarding
· dog training and rearing establishments. 
There are four domestic animal businesses in the City of Melbourne including one animal shelter and pound, one pet shop and two boarding establishments.  
Domestic animal businesses must apply to register with the City of Melbourne and must renew their registration every year. The City of Melbourne conducts inspections before approving applications and conducts annual audits to ensure compliance with the relevant Code of Practice. 
Each year Council receives requests from the community for domestic animal businesses to be investigated. These reports usually relate to welfare concerns for the animals kept in these establishments. The City of Melbourne issues infringement notices and prosecutes non-compliant businesses where necessary. 
The City of Melbourne strives for best practice to ensure the operation of registered domestic animal businesses is above those standards contained in the Code of Practice. 
	What do you think?
· Are there any other initiatives that you believe Council should undertake in relation to Domestic Animal Businesses?


[bookmark: _Toc193032467]4.9	Education about responsible pet ownership and other matters.
The DAMP is required to consider programs, services and strategies that the City of Melbourne intends to pursue to promote and encourage responsible pet ownership of dogs and cats. 
Educating the community about responsible pet ownership underpins the provision of the City of Melbourne’s animal management service. To be effective, education materials and services need to be targeted to specific priorities relevant to our municipality. The majority of our written educational material is provided by the State Government body Animal Welfare Victoria. Additionally, we have education material published on our website and references to the State Government website to aid people accessing further resources. 
We also host an online educational quiz that takes owners through important topics such as confinement and leashing. Participation is rewarded with an alternate metal registration disc that contact phone numbers can be engraved on. 
Text messaging and emails are used to contact pet owners about registration requirements, upcoming fireworks and the City of Melbourne’s social media accounts are frequently used to promote responsible pet ownership including keeping pets safe in storms and hot weather.
One of our education initiatives are our ‘Pets in The Park’ events, where we have collaborated The Lost Dogs Home to provide park users with free dog training. These sessions have a number of benefits beyond the dog training; we use these sessions as an opportunity to educate people about the rules in local parks, to discuss registration and how to report matters to Council. 
Council may seek to deliver alternative training sessions in future targeted at responsible pet ownership for owners in high-density living.  
The Animal Management Team has also hosted a number of events at The Salvation Army to ensure our services are accessible to vulnerable people in our community. During these sessions, people could speak face to face with our staff about responsible pet ownership, registration, accessories to keep their pet healthy and safe and access to affordable veterinary treatment. 
Some barriers to educating the community concerning responsible pet ownership for the City of Melbourne include: 
· People moving in and out of the municipality at higher rates than the metropolitan average
· higher than average numbers of people from non-English speaking backgrounds.
· the high number of users of the Council’s off-leash areas who reside outside the municipality
However, ongoing improvements in technology, such as social media and SMS messaging, continue to improve the reach and cost of communications.
	What do you think?
· What education priorities do you think the City of Melbourne should focus on? 
· Do you have any suggestions on programs or services that the City of Melbourne should consider?


[bookmark: _Toc193032468]5 Next steps
The City of Melbourne is interested in your views on its animal management service and the development of its Domestic Animal Management Plan. 
You may wish to prepare a separate written submission and email to: animalmanagement@melboune.vic.gov.au or post to GPO Box 1603, Melbourne, VIC 3001 or respond our online survey.
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