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Abstract
1.	 Management of domestic and wild animals is an integral part of conservation and 

is often based on how an animal is categorised. For example, feral cats are often 
killed, while valued companion cats and native wildcats are protected.

2.	 Drawing on qualitative research and using the concept of boundary-work, this 
paper examines the complex categorisation and management of cats within con-
servation in Britain and Aotearoa, New Zealand (NZ). We examine how, both in 
theory and in practice, valued companion and wildcats are distinguished from 
unprotected feral cats, and in-between categories of stray and hybrid cats.

3.	 We demonstrate that stakeholders draw boundaries between cat categories dif-
ferently. These differences in boundary-drawing reflect the inherent blurriness of 
category boundaries, practical challenges and, importantly, differences in values, 
in particular whether priority is placed on the life of the cat or the cat's potential 
victim, particularly native or game birds. This can mean that laws outlining pro-
tections for specific categories of animals have limited effect if, in practice, those 
encountering cats draw boundaries differently.

4.	 This paper also reports on important differences between the two case studies. 
In NZ, even cat advocates support the humane killing of unambiguously feral cats 
while this is less true in Britain. Furthermore, due to the nature of the contexts, 
conservationists in NZ are more inclined to assume that ambiguous cats are feral 
whereas conservationists in Britain are more inclined to assume that they are 
wildcats.

5.	 This paper demonstrates that values not only shape people's perceptions and 
treatment of animals but also how they draw boundaries between them. This 
finding may have important implications for understanding other controversies in 
conservation and animal management.
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1  |  INTRODUC TION

Could you tell the difference between a European wildcat Felis sil-
vestris, a tabby domestic cat Felis catus and a hybrid of the two at 20 
paces? This is a common question for those involved in cat conser-
vation and management in Britain and is not an easy one to answer:

a lot of things with stripes, we would want to have it 
in front of us or have really good solid photos of every 
angle before we were like, right that's of interest, and 
even then you need to get genetic samples before you 
can make any sort of decision on that cat […] But it's a 
lot of work that goes into that and I wouldn't want to 
be making that decision staring down the barrel of a 
rifle. (Oliver, conservation practitioner)

Despite Oliver's concerns, such decisions are, literally and meta-
phorically, made down the barrel of a gun. Similar dilemmas occur in 
Aotearoa New Zealand (NZ) when a cat has been caught in a live cap-
ture trap as part of predator control for conservation and the trap-
per must decide whether it is someone's pet, a stray cat or a feral cat 
with no human relationships. Such in-the-field acts of classification are 
complex and contested.

Drawing on in-depth qualitative research, and using the concept 
of boundary-work (Gieryn,  1983), we examine how ethical, political 
and social factors shape classifications of cats in wildlife conservation 
in NZ and Britain, asking: why do some stakeholders err towards the 
presumption that ambiguous cats are members of valued categories 
(wildcats or pets/strays), while others presume ferality? To answer this 
question, we first provide context on each of our case studies before 
examining how cat classifications are achieved in theory (i.e. in law) and 
in practice (i.e. in the field). We conclude by examining key differences 
and commonalities between the two cases, and what these mean for 
conservation and animal management.

1.1  |  Contribution

Other-than-human animals (hereafter, animals) are regularly classi-
fied and ranked according to sociozoologic (Arluke & Sanders, 1996) 
or zoometric (Braverman,  2017) scales, based on factors such as 
where they belong (Philo & Wilbert,  2000), their role in society, 
our relationships with them and their charisma (Lorimer,  2015). 
These hierarchies are not only between species but also within 
them (Hovorka,  2019; Palmer et al.,  2022) and are inherently po-
litical. For example, the classification of animals as ‘pests’ enables 
them to be killed more readily than members of other categories 
(Johnston,  2021a, 2021b; Sutton & Taylor,  2019), reflecting the 
connections between categorisation and ‘killability’: the extent to 
which an animal is treated as sufficiently ‘other’ that it can legiti-
mately be killed without any real attention or concern, thus justify-
ing mass killing (Haraway, 2008; Schuurman & Dirke, 2020; Sutton 
& Taylor, 2019). In conservation, differential killability tends to take 

the form of animals categorised as biodiversity pests (typically 
non-native and overabundant species) being killed to protect those 
deemed valuable (typically the native and/or rare) (Lorimer,  2015; 
Palmer,  2020; Srinivasan,  2014). This approach is not without its 
critics, and wider debates are occurring about the ethics of culling 
one species to protect others, and indeed whether biodiversity is 
sufficiently valuable to justify this killing (Driscoll & Watson, 2019; 
Rohwer & Marris, 2019; Soulé, 1985; Wallach et al., 2018).

Categories are not fixed: animals may move between them 
as they physically move between spaces, such as when wild an-
imals move into cities, becoming problematic in the process 
(Braverman,  2013) or exercise agency, such as when big cats be-
come ‘man-eaters’ and therefore killable when previously they 
were protected (Mathur,  2021). Categories also change based on 
socio-political and geo-temporal contexts, with the status of domes-
tic cats, for example, having shifted over time and place (Crowley 
et al., 2020; Schuurman & Dirke, 2020). Considerable literature has 
explored how animals shift in classification and hence in killability 
(Braverman,  2013, 2017; Hill et al.,  2022; Hovorka,  2019; Palmer 
et al., 2022; Sutton & Taylor, 2019). At the same time, scholars have 
examined how, even within categories, animals are valued differ-
ently, for example, how animal advocates and conservationists value 
feral cats differently (Johnston, 2021a; van Patter & Hovorka, 2018; 
Wald & Peterson, 2020). We contribute to this literature by explor-
ing not simply how different stakeholders value feral cats but also 
how different values can lead to different definitions of categories. 
We ask: to what extent is ferality, and hence killability, in the eye of 
the beholder?

To answer this question, we use and extend the concept of 
boundary-work developed by Gieryn (1983) for exploring how sci-
ence is distinguished from various forms of non-science. Inherent 
to the concept is the observation that having one's work defined 
as science brings numerous advantages, including prestige. For this 
reason, professional scientists are often eager to demarcate their 
work from ‘non-science’, while those on the margins may advocate 
for having their work classified as science. Despite its origin in sci-
ence studies, boundary-work has also proved useful for thinking 
through issues in conservation, for example rehabilitation centres' 
efforts to distinguish themselves from zoos and other less desirable 
conservation sites (Palmer,  2020), and how distinctions are made 
in law and media about which animals qualify as ‘pests’ (Sutton & 
Taylor,  2019). We find boundary-work valuable for understanding 
why stakeholders may be incentivised to define cat categories dif-
ferently and hence why attempts to legally protect or remove cer-
tain types of animals may have limited effect in practice. The case 
of boundary-work in cat classification may offer important lessons 
for conservation and animal management more broadly, since cats 
are by no means the only animal that are classified into more and 
less valuable categories. Free-living horses, for example, are vari-
ously classified as ‘wild’ or ‘feral’, with the designation potentially 
shaping how they are viewed and managed, with ‘feral’ having ‘pes-
tilent undertones whereas “wild” has associations of nobility and ro-
manticism’ (Scasta, 2019, p. 172; see also Beever & Brussard, 2000). 

 25758314, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/pan3.10519 by U

niversity O
f E

xeter, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [09/08/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



    |  3People and NaturePALMER and THOMAS

Further parallels can be found in other examples of species hybri-
disations, such as between domestic dogs and their wild relatives 
(Rutherford, 2018; van Eeden et al., 2019). These hybrids blur the 
wild/domestic boundary and present problems for conservationists 
seeking to protect wild canids if, for example, hunters use claims of 
hybridity to excuse the killing of wolves (or wolf hybrids) (Peltola & 
Heikkilä, 2018; von Essen, 2017).

1.2  |  Cat categories

In both of our case studies, in-the-field decisions are made as to 
whether a cat is ‘feral’ or something more valuable. According to Hill 
et al. (2022, p. 2) feral cats ‘are those who for whatever reason are no 
longer living under human control’, yet ‘the term is far from benign’. 
As Johnston  (2021a, p. 7) points out, the classification of cats as 
feral is used to either consign them to a continued feral existence or 
render them killable through ‘exclusionary narratives that construct 
them as not belonging [in either wild or domestic spaces] and in 
need of management’. Classifying cats as feral therefore transforms 
them from pets to pests (Fredriksen,  2016; Hill et al., 2022; Philo 
& Wilbert, 2000; van Patter & Hovorka, 2018). The term ‘pest’ is, 
however, particularly problematic when applied to cats (Section 3.2) 
and other domestic species that enjoy widespread positive percep-
tions (e.g. horses (Beever & Brussard, 2000)). Attempts to cull feral 
cats and horses as pests are thus widely met with public concern, 
as opposed to the typically accepted culling of other (killable) feral 
animals (Johnston, 2021a).

Further to the feral cat, we discuss two unkillable, protected 
cat categories in this paper: companion and wildcats. As well as 
being valued for their close bonds with humans, companion an-
imals are simultaneously property (Fox & Gee,  2019). Meanwhile, 
although once widespread throughout Britain, wildcats have been 
decimated through habitat loss and persecution and are now valued 
and protected for, inter alia, their rarity and nativeness (Kitchener & 
O'Connor, 2010).

In between are two boundary cats: strays and hybrids. Our NZ 
case study focuses on strays. NZ's Code of Welfare for Companion 
Cats (NAWAC, 2018, hereafter the Cat Code), issued under the 1999 
Animal Welfare Act, defines three categories of cats: companion, 
stray and feral. Companions depend on and live with humans, feral 
cats are completely independent, with strays falling in between, liv-
ing around centres of human habitation with ‘many of their needs 
indirectly supplied by humans’ (NAWAC, 2018, p. 30).

Hybrid cats, discussed in our British case study, arise from inter-
breeding between domestic and wildcats. While separate species, 
the domestic cat is descended from the African wildcat Felis lybica, 
domestic and wildcats are capable of interbreeding and producing 
fully fertile offspring (Ottoni et al., 2017). Hybrids are often consid-
ered undesirable by conservationists since genetic purity is a wide-
spread value within biodiversity conservation (Fredriksen,  2016; 
Rutherford,  2018). Hybrids, like feral animals, are therefore often 
killed as a way of protecting valued species or ecosystems. There is, 

however, variation and debate amongst conservationists (Biermann 
& Anderson,  2017; Palmer,  2020), with hybrids sometimes valued 
and protected (Palmer et al., 2021).

2  |  METHODS

Our NZ material derives from research by AP aimed at understand-
ing what social and ethical challenges lie on the horizon for Predator 
Free 2050 (PF2050): a government project launched in 2016 to 
eradicate rats, possums and mustelids from NZ by 2050. Cats are 
not within PF2050's scope but they were frequently raised by re-
search participants. The material on Britain is drawn from VT's work, 
which examines domestic and wildcat management as part of wild-
cat reinforcement/reintroduction programmes in Britain.

2.1  |  Case study selection

Undertaking a cross-case analysis highlights issues that cut across 
contexts as well as illuminating what is locally specific about wild-
life management debates (Palmer, 2022). NZ and Britain offer par-
ticularly interesting points of contrast given their differing public 
attitudes towards conservation and animal welfare. Support for in-
vasive species management is mixed in Britain, with some invasive 
species such as grey squirrels viewed positively (Crowley, Hinchliffe, 
et al., 2019; Dunn et al., 2018). Given British ecology (Section 4.1), 
it is unclear whether domestic cat predation harms native wildlife 
populations (Palmer, 2022). Furthermore, concern for animal welfare 
and conservation have often gone hand in hand in Britain, for exam-
ple around the culling of badgers and foxes (Cassidy, 2019), meaning 
that conservation advocates may oppose cat management. In this 
context, conservation groups tend not to actively campaign for man-
agement of domestic and feral cats (Palmer, 2022).

In contrast, New Zealanders tend to show considerable support 
for introduced species management, with around 90% of respon-
dents to a 2019 survey agreeing that invasive species should be 
killed to protect native species (Hughey et al., 2019). While attitudes 
are mixed when it comes to culling introduced game animals (e.g. 
deer) and the use of toxins (Nguyen et al., 2022), there is widespread 
support for culling rodents, mustelids, possums rabbits and, impor-
tantly, feral cats (Hughey et al., 2019; Nguyen et al., 2022).

2.2  |  Researcher positionality

We (AP and VT) have both attempted to adopt a symmetrical ap-
proach in our research by not aligning ourselves with any of the 
perspectives under investigation (Sismondo,  2010). We acknowl-
edge, however, that achieving a strictly neutral stance is impossi-
ble and, as such, seek to make our positionality transparent (Wald 
et al., 2013). AP's research is funded by Predator Free 2050 Limited, 
a Crown-owned, charitable company established to help deliver 
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PF2050. The funder was not involved in shaping the research but 
this funding connection may have changed participants' willingness 
to be involved and their responses during interviews. VT's research 
is funded by the Wellcome Trust, which does not have a vested in-
terest in the research subject. However, VT's previous work (as a 
veterinary nurse) and previous research (on rewilding) inform her 
research perspective.

2.3  |  Research ethics

This research was approved by the University of Auckland's Human 
Participants Ethics Committee (UAHPEC23159) and the University 
of Exeter's CSSIS Ethics Committee (202021-101). All participants 
were over the age of 18 and gave free, informed written consent. 
Participation was on the condition of confidentiality, and partici-
pants were given pseudonyms aligned with their gender. Reflecting 
the naming practices of Māori, NZ's indigenous people, Māori par-
ticipants' pseudonyms are a mixture of Māori and European names. 
In one case, a quote is left unattributed as this would identify the 
participant's organisational affiliation. Further detail on participants 
is included in Supporting Information.

2.4  |  Data collection

AP's research involved semi-structured interviews (59 partici-
pants, the majority conducted over video calls), in-depth discus-
sions (16 participants), collection of written responses (1), and 
participant observation of predator control activities. Participants 
included predator control project managers and staff, critics of 
predator control, researchers, Māori stakeholders, and others 
with relevant interests and expertise. Participants were identified 
through online research, snowballing, and theoretical sampling 
in which participants were selected for what they would theo-
retically contribute, ideally providing a new perspective (Orne & 
Bell,  2015). VT's research involved visits to four wildcat breed-
ing facilities across Britain, semi-structured interviews (26 par-
ticipants, conducted in-person and over video calls) and collection 
of written responses (1). Participants were identified through 
their involvement with species conservation and/or management, 
whether that be direct involvement in reintroduction projects or 
indirect involvement via wildlife governance. Participants included 
conservation communication officers, consultants, practitioners 
and project managers, policy experts and researchers.

2.5  |  Data analysis

Interviews from both research strands were either audio or audio 
and video recorded and transcribed. Transcriptions were uploaded to 
qualitative data analysis software (Qualcoder and NVIVO). Analysis 
was an iterative process. Initially, we coded our datasets separately, 

coding inductively to draw out latent as well as overt themes (Braun 
& Clarke, 2019). We then discussed our findings, focusing on over-
all cat management strategies and related controversies. During 
these discussions and early writing drafts, questions around ferality 
emerged as a point of contrast. Analysis was therefore refocused on 
the categorisation of cats as feral or otherwise, and how feral cats 
were managed. This involved reanalysing our datasets to explore 
ambiguity in cat classification, especially as it related to stakeholder 
values, and how these values influenced cat killability.

3  |  STR AY C ATS IN AOTE AROA  
NE W ZE AL AND

3.1  |  Background

The opening chapter of Marra and Santella's  (2016) Cat Wars, a 
provocative book calling for management of outdoor cats to pre-
vent wildlife predation, is titled The obituary of the Stephens Island 
Wren. The chapter describes how the extinction of a unique bird was 
brought about by descendants of Tibbles, a cat brought to Stephens 
Island in NZ's Marlborough Sounds by lighthouse keepers. This 
reflects NZ's use as an exemplar by invasion biologists concerned 
about the threat that cats and other introduced species pose to bio-
diversity. Unlike Britain, where species introductions have occurred 
since at least the Neolithic, c. 6000BP, and where there is little 
evidence that introductions have led to extinctions (Manchester & 
Bullock, 2000), unique island ecosystems like NZ's are particularly 
susceptible to impacts from introduced species (Bellard et al., 2016).

Domestic cats were first brought to NZ in the 1770s, with a 
feral population established by settlers around 1830 (Langham & 
Porter,  1991). In 2020 there were approximately 1.2 million com-
panion cats in 41% of households across NZ (CANZ, 2020), which 
is higher than most other Western countries, including the UK at 
27% (PFMA, 2021). Farnworth et al.  (2013, p. 34) provided an ad-
mittedly ‘highly speculative’ estimate of 196,000 stray cats in 2013, 
while feral cats are believed to number in the millions (Forest and 
Bird,  2022). There is, however, no data on feral cat numbers, and 
estimates are fraught because population density varies widely 
(Langham & Porter, 1991; NPCA, 2020).

Feral, stray and owned domestic cats in NZ predominantly pre-
date rats and rabbits (i.e. other non-native animals). They do, how-
ever, also predate native bats, birds, reptiles and insects (Farnworth 
et al., 2013; NZNCMSG, 2020). While not the only significant factor, 
feral cat predation is thought to have contributed to regional de-
clines or even local extinctions of some native species (Farnworth 
et al.,  2013). In an international survey, New Zealanders were 
second-most likely, after Australians, to agree that ‘cats killing 
wildlife in cities, towns and rural areas is a serious problem’ (Hall 
et al.,  2016). Despite this, the same survey found that two thirds 
of NZ cat owners reported allowing their cat to roam freely (67%), 
which was similar to the UK (at 64%) but substantially higher than all 
other countries and regions surveyed (Hall et al., 2016).
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Together, these findings suggest that NZ is a perfect storm when 
it comes to cat management (Farnworth et al., 2011). In this context, 
some conservationists have attempted to shift the attitude of the 
NZ public against cats, most famously economist turned philanthro-
pist Gareth Morgan through his ‘Cats to Go’ campaign launched in 
2013. Despite the title, and some provocative campaign materials 
(see Marra & Santella, 2016), Cats to Go was not intended to see all 
cats disappear from NZ. Rather, Morgan proposed that all owned 
cats be microchipped and that all un-microchipped cats be killed. 
In ambiguous cases, authorities would err on the side of killing. The 
campaign did not succeed but, according to some conservationists, 
it did bring cats to the fore by starting a ‘scary conversation’ that 
‘people didn't want to deal with’ (Wendy, eradication/biosecurity 
specialist).

Since the campaign, some local councils have introduced micro-
chipping requirements for cats (e.g. Wellington introduced a bylaw 
in 2016 (WCC,  2021)). The campaign has not, however, resulted 
in feral cats becoming an official target of nationwide eradication 
under Predator Free 2050 (PF2050). Rather, PF2050 targets only 
rats, possums and mustelids, described as the animals with ‘the least 
friends’ (David, eradication/biosecurity specialist) and whose eradi-
cation would face ‘the least […] social resistance’ (Paul, Mātauranga 
Māori researcher). Some argue, however, that the scope of intro-
duced animals targeted needs to be expanded, not least due to com-
plex ecological dynamics whereby removing one introduced species 
can lead to a boom in another (Linklater & Steer, 2018). In particular, 
some argue that feral cats must be included to plug the ‘cat-shaped 
hole in the Predator Free 2050 plan’ (Charlotte, animal welfare ad-
vocacy/policy). By contrast, others observe that adding cats to the 
official PF2050 list would have ‘blown it [PF2050] out of the water 
immediately’ (Hannah, council biosecurity).

Despite not being on the PF2050 list feral cats are, in practice, 
targeted by many pest control professionals in the Department of 
Conservation, local councils and grassroots conservation organisa-
tions, although participants commonly spoke of avoiding reporting 
cat kill numbers, in contrast to other animals such as rats. As one an-
imal welfare advocate pointed out, ‘I've been to enough talks where 
people were like, no, we won't deal with cats. And we're like, you are 
dealing with cats, though kind of unofficially’ (Olivia, animal welfare 
advocacy/policy).

3.2  |  Classification in theory

According to the Cat Code (NAWAC,  2018), feral cats meet the 
criteria to be defined as pests under the 1993 Biosecurity Act and 
thus may be killed. Captured stray cats must be placed in the care 
of an approved organisation (e.g. the Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals (SPCA)), which is obliged to take reasonable steps 
to identify an owner. If none can be found after 7 days, the organisa-
tion may sell, rehome or kill the cat (NAWAC, 2018).

Despite these legally recognised categories, some local author-
ities have created their own categories for management purposes. 

In recent Regional Pest Management Plans, Wellington Regional 
Council and Auckland Council sought to define a new category of 
cat, the ‘pest cat’: ‘feral and stray cats that are unowned and live 
independently from people’ in Wellington (GWRC,  2020) and, in 
Auckland, cats lacking a collar or microchip found in ecologically 
sensitive areas (Russell, 2019). The thinking, according to one coun-
cil employee, was that for any free-ranging cats posing a threat 
to native species in an urbanised environment like Wellington or 
Auckland (NZ's capital and largest city, respectively) you ‘couldn't, 
strictly speaking, say that they're feral’ according to the Cat Code 
given that they live around humans. Both councils concluded, 
however, that such cats could be defined as pests according to 
the Biosecurity Act, meaning that ongoing efforts to kill them are 
legal. In Wellington, the pest cat announcement met with little ob-
jection and now features in the Regional Pest Management Plan. In 
Auckland, however, the backlash led to the renaming of pest cats 
as ‘unowned cats’ (Russell,  2019), on the grounds that ‘cats and 
pest, it's just not language that goes together well’ (see also Beever 
& Brussard, 2000), and a change of policy which became ‘arguably 
more constrained than what we had before we put that [pest cat 
definition] up’ (Auckland Council employee). Thus, Wellington suc-
cessfully, and Auckland unsuccessfully, sought to formally classify 
some strays alongside feral cats as killable pests.

More subtly defining cats grouped under the stray category 
has also been proposed by the National Cat Management Strategy 
Group (NCMSG), which was established in 2014 and includes rep-
resentatives from government bodies and interest groups (e.g. the 
SPCA) (NZNCMSG, 2020). The NCMSG proposes to distinguish be-
tween stray cats depending on whether they are ‘managed’ (i.e. fed 
or otherwise cared for by humans either as ‘semi-owned’ individuals 
or as part of a colony) and/or ‘socialised’ (with unsocialised animals 
being unaccustomed to humans and showing fearful or aggressive 
behaviours when captive). In the proposed plan, all companion cats 
and ‘managed’ stray cats must be microchipped. If trapped, unso-
cialised strays that are part of a managed colony should be returned 
to the colony, while any socialised strays should be rehomed. Under 
the plan, the only strays to be treated like ferals are those that are 
both ‘unmanaged’ (signalled, under the management plan discussed 
above, by the lack of a microchip) and ‘unsocialised’ (indicated via be-
haviour), a narrower categorisation than that of ‘pest cat’ proposed 
by local governments in Wellington and Auckland. Importantly, in 
this framework, the only strays to be treated as killable are those 
with no care-based relationship with humans and little possibility of 
such a relationship forming given their lack of socialisation.

3.3  |  Classification in practice

As these various efforts to reclassify strays make clear, the debate 
about cat management in NZ is minimally concerned with what hap-
pens to unambiguously feral cats. Rather, ‘the stray cat population 
is really the contentious piece’ (Charlotte). Animal welfare advocate 
Olivia summarised the situation well:
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some of the most vocal people in my experience with 
cats and these issues around managing the population 
[…] is the stray cat advocates. […] This might sound 
really wrong, not wrong, but I don't think enough peo-
ple care about feral cats, to be honest with you, in the 
cat space. I've heard the advocates, they're like, well, 
those are feral cats. We don't worry about that. […] 
And I just think, of course you don't. Because even 
by definition, there's no relationship with humans. 
There's no dependence.

The two NZ-focused cat advocates interviewed confirmed that ‘what 
we would ask for in terms of feral cat management […] is that it is hu-
mane’ (Dianne) but that they ‘don't necessarily have an issue with them 
[feral cats] being culled’ given they genuinely cause ecological damage 
(Caroline). Of course, stray and companion cats arguably also cause 
considerable damage in NZ, with provisioning by humans reducing but 
not eliminating hunting (Farnworth et al., 2013). It would seem that 
cat advocates have chosen (perhaps pragmatically, in a context where 
standing up for feral cats would be fraught), to focus on protecting only 
those cats with whom humans have, or could have, a relationship. Their 
protection is thus firmly anthropocentric, not aimed at caring for cats 
themselves but rather the human-cat relationship. They do, however, 
adopt an expansive view of the stray category and a narrow definition 
of feral. They argued that ‘unless you're in Mackenzie country [an ex-
tremely remote area], and you've had to trek for three days with your 
food on your back and your sleeping bag, you're not running into a 
feral cat’ (Caroline) and objected to the killing of any cat that does not 
meet this strict definition. They worried, however, that others took a 
more expansive view of ferality: ‘the term feral is creeping in all over 
the show […] there are quite a lot of people in urban areas now who 
consider themselves weekend ecowarriors, and going out killing furry 
things in the bush is what they do’ (Dianne).

From the other perspective, conservationists and trappers con-
firmed both the accidental trapping of companion cats and the poten-
tial for erring on the side of killing in ambiguous cases. Their stories 
emphasised the numerous challenges to successfully distinguishing 
cat categories in the field. One challenge cited is the wide-ranging na-
ture of some companion cats (Hall et al., 2016; Kikillus et al., 2017), 
meaning that trapping, even in conservation reserves, risks catching a 
companion cat. To mitigate this risk, Nick, a professional trapper, noted 
that while there are no formal rules around where kill traps can be set, 
there are ‘certain rules that trappers stick to, just to keep their social 
capital intact’: the ‘rule of thumb’ that he follows is to not place a cat kill 
trap within 150 m of a dwelling, which derives from regulations around 
leghold traps (NPCA, 2020). Despite these precautions, accidents do 
happen. Neil, also a professional trapper, spoke of an incident in which 
traps were set 300 m from the nearest neighbour's boundary, and yet a 
companion cat was still caught. This led the cat's owner to pressure the 
local council about introducing distance-related trapping rules.

Another method for mitigation is to use only live capture traps near 
dwellings, allowing companion cats to be released. Conservationists 
flagged difficulties with assessing cats in live capture traps, however, 

since only about a third of companion cats in NZ are collared. While 
levels of microchipping in cats may now be around 50% (Sumner 
et al., 2022), microchip readers are expensive and were described 
as difficult to use around aggressive, caged cats. While ambiguous 
cats can be taken to veterinary clinics for assessment, this is time-
consuming and potentially challenging: ‘when you've got this angry 
cat in a cage you don't know what to do. You don't really want to put 
it in the back of your car and drive it to the local vet, which might be 
quite far away’ (Mark, council biosecurity). Trappers therefore tend 
to rely on behavioural assessment in the field, which some claimed 
was easy: ‘the domestic cat will meow and purr, and a feral cat will 
literally try to kill itself getting out of the cage’ (Christine, conserva-
tion hub/network manager). Slater et al. (2010, 2013) have, however, 
highlighted that interpreting the behaviour of a trapped cat towards 
an unknown human is an unreliable means of determining whether 
the cat has a relationship with other humans.

Others admitted that if they catch a cat, it is classified as feral by 
default (Blair, community conservation trustee). As Sarah (community 
conservation communications/engagement) noted, some local trap-
pers are ‘pretty hardcore of if it hasn't got a collar on, it's gone-burgers. 
[…] And there's a sort of unspoken agreement amongst serious trap-
ping types that that's what happens’. Other participants indicated 
that they err on the side of going to a veterinarian or the SPCA in 
ambiguous cases (Christine), which offers trappers (who are often 
not specialists in cat behaviour) a level of protection from criticism, a 
risk which has been identified in other studies (e.g. Johnston, 2022). 
It should be remembered, however, that someone still needs to ‘make 
a call’, and that there can be repercussions even when a decision is 
carefully considered by an expert. This was articulated by Charlotte, a 
veterinarian involved in animal welfare advocacy and policy:

vets have to be very, very careful about what cats they 
might choose to either euthanise or destroy. And this 
is a bit of sensitive topic for me because I did destroy 
one. The person who gave me informed consent to do 
that—it was sick, couldn't touch it, yada yada—agreed 
and that was all well and good. Did the procedure and 
then someone else who thought they had a relation-
ship with the cat made a complaint against me.

As this story indicates, accidentally killing an owned or semi-owned 
cat is not something that is necessarily taken lightly. Trapper Nick also 
reflected:

I don't like much these encounters when you have 
to deal with cat owners who approach you, who 
are absolutely understandably heartbroken, but tell 
you, look, I'm missing my cat, what's happening? Of 
course, I feel for them, but at the same time I have a 
job to do, my job is feral cats, and if that cat is running 
into a cat trap on DOC [Department of Conservation] 
land I just need poker face, I need to soldier on. But I 
definitely feel for people.
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Others expressed less sympathy, with Murray (community conserva-
tion volunteer) arguing that it's ‘stiff bickies’1 if a wandering companion 
cat is killed, since this is something the owners could have prevented. 
Sarah even suggested that a way to encourage more responsible cat 
ownership might be to convey that ‘hardcore trappers are trapping 
every night. If your cat hasn't got a collar on, it might be a casualty’. 
Placing the onus on cat owners was a common theme amongst con-
servationists, with numerous calls for cat regulation akin to the Dog 
Control Act (1996), which places responsibility on owners for roaming 
or misbehaving dogs. To some extent, then, the argument about cat 
trapping reflects a disagreement about where responsibility lies: is the 
accidental killing of companion cats the fault of irresponsible trappers 
who fail to comprehend the wild and wandering nature of cats (see 
Crowley, Cecchetti, et al.,  2019), or irresponsible owners who force 
righteous, dedicated conservationists into difficult situations?

4  |  HYBRID C ATS IN BRITAIN

4.1  |  Background

Unlike NZ, Britain has two native felids, one of which is the European 
wildcat.2 Feline predation is therefore not new, although some 
argue that the large numbers and high population densities of do-
mestic cats, and their subtly different prey preferences from wild-
cats, have created a novel situation in terms of wildlife predation 
(Palmer, 2022; Széles et al.,  2018). Doubt remains, however, as to 
whether predation by domestic cats is a significant cause of spe-
cies declines in Britain, beyond specific species (e.g. ground-nesting 
birds like the Dartford warbler) and contexts (e.g. where homes abut 
nature reserves) (Palmer, 2022). Of greater conservation concern is 
the hybridisation of domestic and wildcats (Palmer,  2022; Rowan 
et al., 2019). VT's participants emphasised that hybridisation has led 
to the ‘genetic dilution’ of the wildcat and its functional extinction, 
as summarised by conservation project manager Ava:

we have introgressive hybridisation and we have the 
very worst possible form of introgressive hybridisa-
tion which is a hybrid swarm. So, we're in the hybrid 
swarm. Which is a total cluster fuck, we could refer to 
it. Hybrid soup3 [Name] used to call it, but basically it's 
been going on for so long and is so complicated that 
we can't really identify F1s and backcrosses,4 we're 
way beyond anything like that. (Emphasis added)

As a result of this ‘soup’, Ava stressed that ‘if you just use a catch-all 
term of ‘hybrids’ based on what they look like without a genetic score 
then you're assigning a very wide range of animals there’. That is, as 
Ava highlights, the term hybrid can relate to an animal that has any 
mix of domestic and wildcat genes, with the term masking the ‘quality’ 
(high or low)5 of that hybrid.

This classification reflects a pragmatic acceptance of hybrids. 
Without this level of tolerance, participants suggested that there 

would be no free-living felids in Scotland that could be classified as 
wildcats: ‘what is out there in terms of those above 75% is open to 
debate, it is possible that there aren't any out there with much, much 
greater than 75%6’ (Arthur, conservation project manager). A certain 
level of tolerance is also arguably essential since it is thought that a de-
gree of natural hybridisation (i.e. occurring even in the absence of sig-
nificant human intervention in the landscape) has existed between the 
African and European wildcats for the duration of their coexistence 
(Allendorf et al., 2001). Such hybridisation causes problems for estab-
lishing the morphological and genetic characteristics of a ‘pure’ wildcat 
(Kitchener et al., 2005; Senn et al., 2019). This point was illustrated by 
Ava asking, ‘what is a pure wildcat? They've lived with domestic cats 
for thousands of years, nobody knows how much hybridization's hap-
pened in the past’.

4.2  |  Classification in theory and practice

Wildcats are a priority species for conservation in Britain 
(JNCC,  2007) and are legally protected under the Wildlife and 
Countryside Act (1981). As pointed out by Grace (conservation 
communications/community engagement), however, ‘there's no 
legal definition’ of a wildcat, which makes protecting them ex-
tremely difficult. Meanwhile, feral cats may legally be killed at any 
time (Aebischer et al., 2011), although they are protected under the 
Animal Welfare Act (2006), meaning that any such killing must be 
humane. Again, however, British law does not offer a definition of 
what constitutes a feral cat (Gosling et al., 2013). To complicate mat-
ters further, companion cats are classed as property and therefore 
protected by property ownership laws. In some circumstances, this 
protection can extend to stray or even feral cats if they have a rela-
tionship with people who, as a result, assume responsibility for them, 
constituting a form of ownership.

Due to the paucity of legal definitions, determining a cat's cat-
egory, and hence appropriate management, is fraught, making the 
practicalities of protecting free-living wildcats extremely complex. 
As pointed out by participants, ‘the wildcat is protected legally 
[…] but obviously it's very hard to differentiate between a domes-
tic and a wildcat, or a hybrid, it's hard’ (Grace) and ‘even though it 
is illegal to kill wildcats, it's almost like a grey area, with the whole 
wildcat, hybrid, feral’ (Ivy, conservation practitioner). Echoing issues 
surrounding wolf poaching in the face of hybridisation (Peltola & 
Heikkilä, 2018; von Essen, 2017), Oliver observed that:

court cases in the past have been tricky because it's al-
most impossible to, in a court of law, prove that some-
one has killed a wildcat when hybridisation's at the 
state it is because when it's a hybrid, it's technically 
not a wildcat. It's a loophole. It's really grey. They're 
[wildcats] hard things to protect at the minute.

While calling for better definitions and legislation regarding hybrids 
and wildcats, participants also called for more legislation surrounding 
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owned domestic cats, in particular seeking restrictions on allowing 
cats to roam freely near national parks. They worried, however, about 
the feasibility of ‘telling people what to do with their pets’ (Isla, con-
servation practitioner; see also Palmer, 2022). This situation is further 
complicated by cat rehoming organisations, which might require that 
prospective owners be willing to allow their cats to roam (Freya, con-
servation practitioner) in a context where keeping cats indoors is often 
viewed as commensurate with poor welfare (Crowley, Cecchetti, et 
al., 2019; Wald & Peterson, 2020).

In addition, participants called for legislation to enforce participa-
tion in ‘trap, neuter, vaccinate, release’ (TNVR) programmes7 of feral, 
stray and farm cats, the latter being cats that are owned but much less 
closely associated with people than companion cats. There is no leg-
islation making it compulsory for landowners with feral cats living on 
their property to participate in such programmes and, as participants 
pointed out, refusal by just one property owner can derail a project 
(Oliver). Non-participation in TNVR programmes can occur for nu-
merous reasons, including the view that TNVR is inadequate because 
killing is the only acceptable way to manage feral cats (Palmer, 2022). 
While conservationists tend to favour TNVR strategies, land manag-
ers and gamekeepers often prefer, and employ, lethal control of cats. 
Gamekeepers frequently frame predation as having a more serious 
impact than habitat destruction on both the breeding of game birds 
and the conservation of rare native birds, arguing that conservation-
ists downplay cats' negative effects on conservation (Palmer, 2022). 
In this context, feral cats are viewed as part of an ‘ever-growing suite 
of predators which we see as doing damage’ (gamekeeper cited in 
Palmer, 2022) and, as such, there may be an incentive to shoot them 
where possible. Perhaps for gamekeepers, as for many conservation-
ists in NZ, a cat is ‘gone-burgers’ unless there is unequivocal evidence 
of its valuable status. Conversely, for conservationists in Britain, TNVR 
is perceived as a more socially acceptable management method than 
killing, and is deployed where conservationists fear that culling feral 
cats would be socially unacceptable (Fredriksen, 2016). In such cases, 
conservationists are concerned that culling could jeopardise their so-
cial licence to operate (Wald & Peterson, 2020) and be open to chal-
lenge if someone asserted a relationship to a cat that was ostensibly 
feral.

Another reason for conservationists' caution is based on the con-
sequences of mistakenly killing a wildcat, or even a hybrid cat, versus 
the consequences of mistakenly sparing a feral cat. Fredriksen (2016, 
p. 692) has argued that the case of wildcats in Scotland illustrates 
how conservation often involves seeking to ‘preserve a certain, 
clearly defined and unchanging version of the valued species’, such 
that hybridity is viewed as undesirable rather than as a creative 
force for evolution. On the other hand, for some conservationists, 
at least certain hybrids are valuable (Palmer et al., 2021). Here, hy-
brids acquire value by virtue of their genes, and their degree of value 
(spoken of in terms of quality) is proportionate to their percentage 
of wildcat genes. This focus on genes reflects a specific, genetic in-
terpretation of taxonomy, in contrast to other approaches focusing 
on factors such as morphology or niche (Zachos, 2016). This focus 
may have come about both because of the context of widespread 

hybridisation and the influence of geneticists on wildcat conserva-
tion, as was suggested by Ava: ‘for others [conservationists] I think 
them [wildcats] being a genetic wildcat is more important than “does 
it fulfil the same ecological niche or not.” But our project is run by 
geneticists, so possibly more important to them than to an ecologist’. 
Ava took a slightly different view herself, arguing that hybrids are 
valuable in their own right not because of their genes, but because 
of their adaptability:

I think the hybrid population should be an important 
aspect of this [conservation project] because I think 
if you focus too much on the cats that get released 
as being the only important thing then you negate 
all that local adaptation […] It looks a lot like hybrids 
are probably going to be much better at surviving out 
there than wildcats might be because we have hybrid 
landscapes, we have hybrid habitat out there, and hy-
brids survive in it and wildcats don't.

This view was, however, unusual, with most participants valuing hy-
brids only because of their genes. In this context, participants spoke 
of genetic testing as the gold standard for differentiating between do-
mestic, hybrid and wildcats, but pelage scoring (see Figure 1) as neces-
sary in the field where genetic testing is impractical: ‘pelage [scoring] is 
our “we need a tool on the ground” because we can't run around and 
scan them for genetics’ (Oliver). Pelage scoring thus serves as an (im-
perfect) proxy in the field for assessing wildness and therefore value.

Despite being a field tool, conservation practitioner Oliver em-
phasised that pelage scoring should be done carefully, not ‘staring 
down the barrel of a rifle’. The implication here is that those likely to 
be looking down the barrel of a rifle (e.g. gamekeepers) might not, 
in Oliver's view, take the task of pelage scoring seriously enough. 
Indeed, conservationists spoke of their attempts to encourage a 
highly precautionary approach: ‘what we've tried to do is try and en-
courage them [gamekeepers and other land managers or owners] to 
use precautionary methods whenever possible, so at least if there's 
something in a cage trap, try and identify what it is and if it has these 
kind of pelage attributes then let it go’ (Ava). There was, however, a 
sense that this was not easy:

you try and talk to landowners and gamekeepers 
about erring on the side of caution and it's tough. You 
know when you see something, so maybe at night 
you're on your estate and you're lamping8 and you're 
looking for any potential things, let's say it's a grouse 
moor or whatever, you're shooting anything that eats 
grouse. At night, you're not going to be able to tell if 
it's a wildcat or a cat. And I get it. I don't think any of us 
could tell the difference at night. So, it's tough. (Grace)

Conservationists are thus advocating the exercise of caution and 
the presumption of value against a backdrop where gamekeepers, 
land managers and other stakeholders might find it undesirable or 
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inconvenient to properly examine a cat's pelage. This stands in contrast 
to NZ where conservationists tend to presume ferality while other 
stakeholders (e.g. cat advocates) preach caution. Conservationists' 
high degree of caution in Britain is particularly interesting given that 
participants spoke of their scepticism that there were many, if any, 
free living ‘pure’ wildcats (or even those with a genetic score of 75% or 
more wildcat genes).

5  |  DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

To conclude, we reflect on what can be learned from our case stud-
ies about cat boundary-work, including how boundaries are drawn 
differently in theory and in practice, and between different sites 
and stakeholders (summarised in Table 1). We then suggest how our 
findings can be extrapolated to apply in other cases of animal clas-
sification and management.

A striking point of difference between our cases studies re-
lates to the killability of feral cats. In NZ, cat advocates refrain from 
speaking up for the unambiguously feral, instead focusing on pro-
tecting only those cats that do (or could) have a relationship with 
humans. NZ cat advocates' retreat to caring about relationships 
rather than cats in general, as would be more typical of animal advo-
cacy, suggests that feral cats are widely regarded as killable in NZ, 
by conservationists and wider publics (Hughey et al., 2019; Nguyen 

et al., 2022). While this killability is not complete (as demonstrated 
by the objections faced by Auckland Council to their use of the term 
‘pest cat’), we suggest that feral cats are more killable in NZ than in 
Britain (sensu Haraway, 2008; see also Crowley et al., 2018). By this, 
we mean that while feral cats are killed in both places, the killing is 
considered ‘legitimate’ in NZ and therefore receives little attention 
or concern. By contrast, while feral cats are killed in Britain, they are 
not consistently considered killable (i.e. killing cats is not considered 
legitimate). Conservationists are therefore sufficiently concerned 
about public backlash against killing feral cats that they instead opt 
for TNVR programmes (Fredriksen, 2016). While apparently (mostly) 
successfully keeping publics and cat advocates on side, this refusal 
to kill can put conservationists at odds with other stakeholders such 
as gamekeepers.

Also striking is NZ conservationists' tendency to err on the side 
of killing while those in Britain err on the side of sparing. This dis-
tinction in part reflects feral cat killability, but also relates to the val-
ues at play in relation to cats in each case. NZ conservationists, like 
British gamekeepers, prioritise cats' prey (birds, valued for conserva-
tion or hunting) while British conservationists prioritise the interests 
of wildcats (or, in their absence, wildcat genes) and thus err on the 
side of sparing ambiguous felids. Boundary-work in each country is 
thus shaped by stakeholders' values, particularly whether their pri-
ority is to save cats themselves versus cats' prey and to some extent 
by broader national cultures about feral cat killability.

F I G U R E  1  Pelage scoring guide for use in differentiating between wildcats (a) and domestic or hybrid cats (b) based on 20 characteristics. 
(Source: Kitchener et al., 2005, reproduced with permission.)
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10  |   People and Nature PALMER and THOMAS

Boundary-work contributes to the disparity between cat clas-
sification in theory and practice in both countries. In Britain, while 
wildcats are legally protected, this protection is essentially useless 
in the absence of a clear definition of a wildcat. The ambiguity is 
in part a product of the genetic continuum between domestic and 
wildcats. It is also, however, a product of the difficulty of in-the-
field classification, which relies on pelage scoring as an (imperfect) 
proxy for genes, and the reality that for some stakeholders taking 
the time to trap cats and carefully check their distinguishing fea-
tures is simply not a priority. Similarly, in NZ, companion and (at 
least some) stray cats have legal protection but in practice may be 
killed. This gap between law and practice is, again, a product of 
genuine category continuity (in this case between feral and stray) 
and the difficulties of making judgements in the field, where loca-
tion (e.g. in a conservation reserve or not) and behaviour towards 
a stranger while trapped in a cage serve as imperfect proxies for 
assessing a cat's relationship with humans. Alongside this ambig-
uous evidence is the personal motivation of the trapper, who may 
not care if stray and even companion cats are killed. Cats that the 
law intends to protect may therefore be killed, while those that 

are not legally protected may be spared depending on subjective, 
in-field boundary-work.

An important question is whether the protections offered in the 
law could ever be implemented in practice. In NZ, in-field classifica-
tions could be rendered less subjective if all companion cats and man-
aged strays were collared or microchipped, though the latter would 
also rely on conservationists' agreement and ability to use microchip 
readers in the field. This seems unlikely to be feasible at present, one 
reason being that cat advocates struggle to get sufficient funding 
for microchipping strays (Dianne). Alternatively, cat owners could be 
encouraged to ensure that cats remain on their property. While this 
solution was popular amongst conservationists interviewed, only a 
quarter of cat owners living near Wellington's Zealandia sanctuary 
agreed with this idea in a 2019 survey, suggesting low public ac-
ceptance (Woolley & Hartley,  2019). Similarly, in Britain, it seems 
unlikely that legal protection of wildcats in theory can be extended 
to the field without a quick, easy and reliable method of differenti-
ating between domestic, hybrid and wildcats. Thus, reducing gaps 
between law and practice in both countries would require seeking 
agreement from those involved in cat management to stick to the 

TA B L E  1  Summary of how cats are classified and managed in theory and practice in Aotearoa, New Zealand and Britain.

Aotearoa New Zealand Britain

Theory

Valued cats Companion cats are protected, even when roaming 
on others' property (Cat Code). There are no legal 
requirements around neutering or preventing roaming. 
Microchipping is recommended but not mandatory 
at the national level (Cat Code). Some local councils 
require microchipping

Companion cats are protected, even when roaming on 
others' property (Criminal Damage Act 1971)

Wildcats are protected (Wildlife and Countryside Act 
1981) and are a priority conservation species (JNCC), 
but there is no legal definition of a wildcat. There is no 
legal requirement to participate in TNVR programmes 
aimed at protecting wildcats. Neither are there legal 
requirements to neuter or vaccinate companion cats or 
prevent them from roaming

Boundary cats Trapped strays must be kept by an approved organisation 
for 7 days to attempt to identify an owner (Cat Code)

Hybrid cats are not classified as wild or domestic and 
are therefore not protected, but neither is it legally 
stipulated that they may be killed

Feral and ‘pest’ 
cats

Feral cats can be killed (Biosecurity Act 1993)
NCMSG proposes differentiating between types of strays, 

with some (unmanaged, unsocialised) to be treated like 
feral cats

Local councils may develop additional categories of 
cats (e.g. ‘pest cat’) that may also be killed under the 
Biosecurity Act

Feral cats may be killed as long as this is done humanely 
(Animal Welfare Act 2006), however, there is no legal 
definition of a feral cat

Practice

Boundary-work Conservationists may err on the side of presuming ferality 
due to practical challenges and values (e.g. the view 
that owners should prevent companion cats from 
straying into reserves)

Cat advocates consider only cats in the most remote 
areas as feral. They consider any cat living near human 
settlements a stray

Conservationists define feral narrowly, seeking, as far as 
possible, to confirm via pelage scoring and genetic 
testing that ambiguous felids are neither wild nor ‘high-
quality’ hybrids

Other stakeholders (e.g. land owners / managers) may err 
on the side of assuming ferality and therefore lethal 
control in ambiguous cases

Killability Feral cats are widely considered killable, with even cat 
advocates unconcerned about (humanely) killing 
unambiguously feral cats

Even feral cats are not widely considered killable, with 
neutering perceived (by conservationists and publics) as 
more acceptable than culling

Outstanding 
issues

Ongoing disputes are around killing of (arguably) stray cats 
and accidental killing of companion cats

Where a wildcat or valuable hybrid is killed, this is difficult 
to prove given the difficulty of defining and proving 
categories and the lack of legal definitions
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letter of the law, despite this potentially bringing difficult practical 
implications, as well as personal moral implications if they disagree 
with the law. Perhaps more significantly, it may also require asking 
stakeholders to reach consensus on what to do in ambiguous cases: 
whether to err on the side of presumed ferality or otherwise. As we 
have demonstrated, however, such boundary-work is influenced by 
different values and, as such, cat classifications are likely to remain 
fraught for the foreseeable future.

We expect that our case studies can offer insights for cat man-
agement in other locations where similar values are imposed on cats, 
and where debates centre around which cats are, or are not, consid-
ered valuable (and are therefore potentially killable or unkillable). 
Furthermore, we suggest that our work can be useful in other cases 
of animal management (particularly of ‘pest’, feral, stray and hybrid 
animals) where there is debate over the value of animals, the cate-
gories they are assigned to, and their treatment as a consequence.
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