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Introduction
The Australian Veterinary Association (AVA) welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Northern Territory Government’s proposed Dangerous Animal Guideline - Crocodiles as Pets and the associated Dangerous Wildlife/Animals regulatory framework.
Crocodiles are long-lived, highly specialised apex predators. Their husbandry, health care and safe handling require substantial infrastructure, deep technical expertise and a strong regulatory framework. Poorly managed private keeping of crocodiles presents significant risks to animal welfare, public safety, biosecurity and conservation.
The AVA understands that the Northern Territory already permits some private keeping of crocodiles under existing permit arrangements. At present, pet crocodile permitting appears to sit largely within a generic “protected or prohibited wildlife” permit framework, with very limited publicly available, crocodile-specific standards. In the AVA’s view, this falls well short of an acceptable risk-management approach for a dangerous apex predator and exposes Territorians, visitors and first responders to avoidable risk. The current consultation appears intended to formalise, revise and in some respects expand this framework by introducing new species-specific guidelines using crocodiles as a test case.
The AVA considers crocodiles unsuitable as companion animals and does not support the ongoing private keeping of crocodiles under pet permits. From an animal welfare, public safety and biosecurity perspective, it is the AVA’s position that crocodiles should only be kept in appropriately accredited and professionally managed facilities such as farms, zoos, wildlife parks and research institutions.
We therefore recommend that, rather than entrenching or expanding private keeping of crocodiles through this new regulatory framework, the Northern Territory Government move towards limiting and ultimately phasing out the private keeping of crocodiles.
If the Government nevertheless decides to continue or expand a pet permit scheme for crocodiles, noting that some individuals may continue to seek to keep crocodiles regardless of regulatory settings, the AVA strongly submits that, at a minimum, the scheme must meet or exceed the standards set out in this submission and be consistent with the Australian Animal Welfare Standards and Guidelines for Exhibited Animals: Crocodilians.




About the Australian Veterinary Association (AVA) 

The AVA is the peak professional body representing veterinary professionals and students across Australia. For more than 100 years we have been the united voice of the veterinary profession. 
Veterinarians are among Australia's most trusted and respected professionals, dedicated to safeguarding animal health and welfare and supporting the communities they live in.  

Our vison and purpose 
Vision A thriving veterinary profession
Purpose Building a vibrant future for veterinary professionals. 

At the AVA we champion the veterinary community, advance professional excellence, foster connectivity, and deliver exceptional member experiences to achieve our vision of a thriving profession.  
Essential role of the veterinary profession 
Veterinary services are essential to Australia’s animal health, food security, and economy. They help secure Australia’s animal health and livestock supply chain, protecting hundreds of thousands of jobs and easing cost of living pressures through a safe and reliable food supply. 
Beyond agriculture, veterinarians support companion animals and their owners, strengthening the human-animal bond and promoting the associated mental and physical health benefits of pet ownership. Animals are not just a part of the Australian way of life; they are deeply embedded in it - socially, culturally, environmentally, and economically, and veterinarians are an essential part of every vibrant Australian community.  
Veterinarians play a pivotal role in maintaining the social licence of animal industries, ensuring animal health and welfare meets community expectations. Like human healthcare and education, veterinary services provide both private benefits to individuals and critical public benefits to society, in areas like biosecurity surveillance, wildlife treatment and health and emergency animal disease management.  

Recognised among Australia’s most ethical and trusted professionals, veterinarians are highly respected and trusted members of their communities. The Governance Institute of Australia’s 2023 Ethics Index ranked veterinarians among the nation’s top 10 ethical occupations[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  Governance Institute 2023 (https://governanceinstitute.com.au/app/uploads/2023/11/2023-ethics-index-report.pdf)   ] 

1. Governance Institute 2023 (https://governanceinstitute.com.au/app/uploads/2023/11/2023-ethics-index-report.pdf)   




AVA Statement of principles with respect to Animal Welfare 
Animals are sentient beings that are conscious, feel pain, and experience emotions. Animals and people have established relationships for mutual benefit for thousands of years. 
Humans have a duty of care to protect animals. Where a person does not meet his or her obligations to animals in his or her care, animals may suffer. When this happens, the law must be able to adequately intervene to enforce compliance and prevent suffering. 
Animals have intrinsic value and should be treated humanely by the people who benefit from them. Owned animals should be safe from physical and psychological harm. They need access to water and species-appropriate food and shelter and should be able to fulfil their important behavioural and social needs. They must receive prompt veterinary care when required and have as painless and stress-free a death as possible. 
Animals can be used to benefit humans if they are humanely treated, but the benefit to people should be balanced against the cost to the animal. They should not be used in direct combat or for purposes where suffering, injury or distress is likely to be caused. 
Humans should strive to provide positive experiences to promote a life worth living for the animals in their care. We should strive for continuous and incremental improvement in the treatment and welfare of animals. 
Humans have a responsibility to care for the natural environment of free-living native animals. People should take steps to preserve endangered species and protect native animals from disease where possible.

AVA overarching position
The AVA has strong, in-principle objections to the private keeping of crocodiles as pets.
In our view:
· Crocodiles are not suitable companion animals for typical domestic environments.
· The welfare needs of crocodiles - including long lifespan (70-100 years for saltwater crocodiles), complex behaviours, specific thermal and environmental requirements, and need for highly secure, species-appropriate enclosures - are extremely difficult to meet in private residential settings.
· The potential consequences of inadequate management, including serious injury or death to people and animals, are severe.
· The enforcement burden and inspection capacity required to ensure consistent compliance across private premises are substantial.
For these reasons, the AVA does not support the continuation or expansion of private pet crocodile keeping. We recommend that the Northern Territory Government:
· refrain from expanding eligibility for crocodile pet permits or normalising crocodiles as companion animals; and
· adopt a policy direction that limits new permits and progressively reduces and ultimately phases out existing private pet crocodile holdings over time, with transitional arrangements that prioritise animal welfare and public safety (for example, rehoming to accredited facilities where appropriate and regulating ownership until animals reach end of life).


Conditional advice (Harm Minimisation)

If, despite these concerns, the Northern Territory Government decides to maintain or expand a regulatory scheme permitting private ownership of crocodiles, the AVA submits that:
· Regulatory requirements for pet crocodiles must not fall below the minimum standards already endorsed nationally for exhibited crocodilians, particularly in relation to enclosure design, thermal environment, handling and identification.
· Keeping crocodiles must be treated as a highly specialised activity, with mandatory training, documented prior experience and a nominated specialist veterinarian as basic prerequisites.
· Breeding of crocodiles under pet permits should be prohibited, to avoid foreseeable welfare, conservation and management problems.
· Animal welfare considerations, including access to appropriate diet, thermal gradients, environmental complexity and veterinary care, must be clearly articulated and enforceable.
In preparing this submission, the AVA consulted with veterinarians experienced in crocodile husbandry and welfare. While some practitioners note that risks associated with keeping smaller species such as Crocodylus johnstoni may be manageable under stringent regulatory conditions, this does not alter the AVA’s position that crocodiles are fundamentally unsuitable companion animals. If the Government nevertheless elects to maintain a private-keeping framework, this expert input reinforces the need for strict, species-specific regulation, robust enclosure standards, prohibition of breeding, and strong compliance oversight to reduce foreseeable risks.
The detailed comments below are provided on that harm-minimisation basis.

Specific comments on Draft Dangerous Animal Guideline - Crocodiles as Pets

Species differentiation (new section recommended)
The draft guideline does not sufficiently distinguish between the two crocodile species native to Australia. Crocodylus porosus (Estuarine/Saltwater Crocodile) and Crocodylus johnstoni (Freshwater Crocodile) differ markedly in size, behaviour, lifespan, and public safety risk.
C. porosus may reach 7 metres in length, exceed 1000 kg, and live for more than 70 years, representing a significant ongoing public safety and management risk in any private setting. In contrast, C. johnstoni typically reaches around 3 metres and 70 kg, and while still a dangerous wild animal requiring specialised care, poses a substantially lower risk to people.
In particular, the AVA considers Crocodylus porosus unsuitable for private keeping under any circumstances. The species’ size, growth potential, lifespan, behavioural characteristics and extreme public safety risk make it fundamentally incompatible with domestic or residential environments. If the NT Government continues any private-keeping pathway, the AVA strongly recommends that eligibility for C. porosus be removed, and that only C. johnstoni be considered under tightly regulated conditions.
If, despite this advice, the NT Government proceeds with allowing private keeping of either species, then clear species-specific requirements are essential. For regulatory clarity and risk-based decision-making, the guideline should:
· apply substantially higher enclosure, training, experience, and inspection requirements to C. porosus if the species is retained in the private-keeping pathway (against AVA advice);
· ensure that any regulatory standards for C. johnstoni reflect the species’ specific welfare needs and still impose stringent minimum requirements, given its long lifespan, strength, and potential to cause injury; and
· embed species distinctions throughout enclosure design, training, sourcing, emergency management and compliance provisions.
Embedding these species distinctions throughout the guideline is essential to ensuring appropriate management and enforcement.

Rehoming, transfer and lifespan considerations (new section recommended)
Crocodiles are exceptionally long-lived animals. Crocodylus porosus may live for more than 70 years, and Crocodylus johnstoni for around 50 years. The draft guideline provides minimal detail on the rehoming, lawful transfer, or end-of-life management of crocodiles kept under pet permits.
Given their longevity, growth trajectories, and the real possibility that owners may become unable to safely house or manage an adult crocodile, the guideline should:
· require a documented rehoming or succession plan as part of each permit application;
· specify acceptable receiving facilities (e.g. accredited farms, wildlife parks, or research institutions);
· prohibit ad hoc transfers to unassessed private individuals; and
· require permit holders to plan for lawful end-of-life management, including arrangements via wills or property transfer instruments.
Without such provisions, foreseeable welfare and public safety risks will arise over the lifetime of the animal.
 
Inspection and compliance capacity (new section recommended)
The draft guideline does not outline how compliance will be monitored, including inspection frequency, the required qualifications of authorised officers, or the resourcing necessary to ensure ongoing oversight.
Keeping crocodiles - particularly Crocodylus porosus - requires consistent regulatory enforcement to prevent welfare failures, escapes, and public safety incidents. The AVA recommends that the guideline:
· define inspection requirements (e.g. pre-approval inspection plus periodic audits);
· specify minimum competencies for authorised officers assessing crocodile facilities; and 
· outline clear enforcement actions for non-compliance, including prompt removal of animals where risks cannot be mitigated.
Without clear compliance and enforcement mechanisms, even well-designed standards will be ineffective in safeguarding animal welfare and public safety.

Purpose and scope
The AVA supports the intent to better manage crocodile keeping through a permit-based framework with clear conditions relating to enclosure standards, public safety, sourcing and transfer of animals, transport and emergency response.
It is essential that this guideline is read and applied in conjunction with:
· the Australian Animal Welfare Standards and Guidelines for Exhibited Animals: Crocodilians; and
· any relevant crocodile management plans or industry codes of practice in the Northern Territory.
Where there is any inconsistency, the higher animal welfare and public safety standard should prevail.

Breeding (section 4.2)
The draft guideline states that breeding of crocodiles kept as pets is “not recommended”. The AVA considers this insufficient.
A single adult female can produce a large clutch of eggs each year. Even with partial hatch success, this can result in substantial numbers of hatchlings that must be housed, transferred or humanely destroyed. Pet permits limit ownership to two animals and release to the wild is not an option. This creates a predictable surplus problem and associated animal welfare risk if demand in the pet trade is limited.
Uncontrolled breeding in the pet sector also has broader policy implications. It may:
· undermine controlled harvesting and farm breeding programs that form part of existing crocodile management strategies; and
· complicate population management and public safety efforts where wild populations are actively managed.

From a practical perspective, hatchlings are small and agile and can escape through gaps suitable for older animals, increasing the risk of escapes into suburban or peri-urban environments.
Recommendation 1
Amend section 4.2 to prohibit breeding of crocodiles under pet permits, rather than simply discouraging it, and explicitly require that all pet crocodiles be sourced from approved farms or permit holders operating under controlled breeding programs.

Identification (section 4.3)
The draft guideline proposes scute removal (scute cutting) as the primary method of permanent identification.
Scute marking is a recognised practice in crocodile management. However, tail scutes are well innervated and vascularised, and scute removal is painful if performed without adequate analgesia. There is a risk that, in a pet context, such procedures could be undertaken without appropriate pain relief or expertise, leading to unnecessary suffering and complications.
Australian welfare standards for crocodilians also recognise passive integrated transponder (PIT) microchips as a suitable method of permanent identification. Microchipping is familiar to veterinarians and widely used across species.
Recommendation 2
Amend section 4.3 to:
· require that scute marking, where used, is performed under appropriate local anaesthesia and analgesia;
· limit performance of scute marking to veterinarians or persons specifically trained and authorised under relevant legislation; and
· explicitly allow and encourage microchip implantation as an alternative or supplementary permanent identification method, to be performed by a veterinarian or suitably trained person.


Enclosure design, pond depth and thermal environment (section 5.2)
The AVA supports the inclusion of minimum enclosure dimensions and the requirement for secure, purpose-built fencing and pool design. However, aspects of the pond depth and temperature guidance require further refinement.
The draft guideline specifies a minimum pond depth and notes preferred temperature ranges. In the climatic conditions of the Northern Territory, particularly during the dry season, relatively small or shallow bodies of water can heat rapidly. For crocodilians, the pond often functions as a primary thermal refuge. If water temperatures consistently exceed the species’ preferred range, there is a risk of thermal stress, illness and mortality. Poor water circulation and hygiene also increase the risk of skin, eye and systemic disease.
National standards emphasise that enclosures must allow crocodilians to thermoregulate effectively, including access to appropriate water temperatures, and that water bodies are designed with adequate circulation and filtration to maintain water quality.
Additional enclosure consideration - prohibition of barbed wire
Barbed wire should be expressly prohibited in or around crocodile enclosures. Barbed wire poses direct injury risks to crocodiles and frequently entangles other wildlife such as bats, creating additional public safety hazards when members of the public attempt rescue. Purpose-built fencing materials that avoid entanglement and penetration injuries should be mandated.
Recommendation 3
Clarify section 5.2 to:
· state that pond depth and volume must be sufficient to maintain water temperatures within the species’ preferred range under local climate conditions;
· require consideration of pond design, shading and water turnover (e.g. inflow/outflow systems or other measures) to prevent water temperatures from reaching harmful levels, especially in smaller or indoor ponds.
· ban the use of barbed wire in or around crocodile enclosures.
· specify that ponds must incorporate appropriate water circulation and filtration (for example, through the use of pumps and filters) to maintain water quality and support crocodile health; and
· confirm that enclosure design must be informed by the Australian Animal Welfare Standards and Guidelines for Exhibited Animals: Crocodilians.


Feeding and nutrition (section 6.1)
The AVA agrees that a protein and calcium-rich diet is essential and supports the guidance against feeding inappropriate items such as processed meats or diets with imbalanced calcium:phosphorus ratios.
However, the current wording that vitamin supplementation “can” be added understates the importance of correct supplementation for hatchlings and juveniles. Young, fast-growing crocodiles are particularly vulnerable to nutritional imbalances and metabolic bone disease if diet and thermal conditions are not optimal.
Commercial crocodile pre-mixes and high-quality carnivorous/piscivorous reptile supplements are available and should be considered core components of hatchling and juvenile diets, not optional extras.
Recommendation 4
Strengthen section 6.1 to:
· specify that hatchlings and juveniles must receive a diet formulated with either a commercial crocodile premix or appropriate reptile supplement, alongside correct thermal gradients;
· require permit applicants to provide a diet and feeding plan as part of the permit assessment process, ideally endorsed by an experienced crocodile keeper or veterinarian; and
· include brief guidance on recognising serious inappetence in hatchlings (for example, prolonged loss of appetite) and the need for timely expert advice or veterinary assessment.


Handling and restraint (section 6.2)
The AVA supports inclusion of guidance on safe handling and restraint but considers that the draft should more closely reflect best practice standards.
Improper application of restraints to the snout, such as tight bands or cable ties, can cause rapid skin damage and compromise blood supply. The skin in this region lies closely over bone and is easily injured. Restraints that cover or obstruct the nasal disc may interfere with breathing. In young animals, rough or poorly executed restraint can also cause fractures.
Australian standards for exhibited crocodilians specify that nostrils must not be covered and that bands or tape must not be applied so tightly as to restrict blood flow.
Recommendation 5
Amend section 6.2 to:
· explicitly prohibit the use of zip ties or similar devices applied tightly around the snout;
· state that any taping or banding must not cover the nasal disc or restrict blood flow; and
· emphasise that crocodiles must only be restrained by competent, trained handlers, with more stringent requirements for larger animals.


Animal health and veterinary care (new section recommended)
The draft guideline does not include a discrete section on animal health and veterinary care. Given the species involved, this is a critical omission.
In farm and exhibition settings, crocodile facilities commonly have a nominated veterinarian with appropriate expertise, and a structured program of health monitoring and disease management. Private keepers should not be held to a lower standard.
Crocodiles may mask signs of illness until disease is advanced. Owners therefore need clear, species-specific guidance on routine observation, common health problems, and when to seek veterinary assistance.
Recommendation 6
Insert a new section (e.g. section 6.3) titled “Animal health and veterinary care”, requiring that:
· each permit holder nominates a suitably qualified and experienced veterinarian as their consulting veterinarian;
· the permit application includes a written statement from that veterinarian confirming their willingness to provide ongoing advice and treatment; and
· owners are provided with, and must demonstrate understanding of, basic health and welfare indicators for crocodiles and appropriate triggers for seeking veterinary care.
Where similar guidelines are developed for other dangerous wildlife, the AVA recommends that equivalent animal health and veterinary care provisions are adopted for those species.

Training and competence (sections 7.1–7.2)
The AVA strongly supports the intent to require appropriate training and experience for crocodile keepers. It is not appropriate for untrained members of the public to keep saltwater crocodiles or other crocodilians solely on the basis of general animal-keeping experience.
The draft guideline currently “encourages” training and refers to qualifications such as Certificate III in Working with Crocodiles, as well as shorter courses that could be developed by Parks and Wildlife. For crocodiles over 60 cm, such training or equivalent recognition of prior learning should be mandatory, not optional.
Recommendation 7
Amend sections 7.1–7.2 to:
· require completion of an approved course (e.g. SFI30520 or successor qualification) or a formal recognition-of-prior-learning process for any applicant seeking to keep crocodiles over 60 cm in length;
· require applicants to submit a detailed log of prior experience with crocodiles or closely related species; and
· require at least one written referee report from a recognised crocodile keeper, manager or researcher attesting to the applicant’s competence and suitability.


First aid and emergency management (section 8.1)
The AVA supports the guideline’s emphasis on human first aid, emergency planning and clear procedures in the event of a crocodile escape, extreme weather event or serious injury.
In rare, extreme circumstances it may be necessary to humanely destroy an animal that cannot be safely contained. Any reference to emergency euthanasia must be consistent with recognised crocodilian euthanasia standards and relevant firearms legislation. Methods known to be inhumane or unreliable, such as hypothermia or CO₂ inhalation, should be explicitly excluded.
Recommendation 8
Clarify section 8.1 to:
· reference existing crocodilian euthanasia standards or codes of practice; and
· state that any humane destruction method contemplated in emergency plans must comply with those standards and applicable firearms and animal welfare legislation.


Summary of key recommendations
1. AVA policy position
· The AVA does not support the private keeping of crocodiles as pets.
· Crocodylus porosus is unsuitable for private keeping under any circumstances and should not remain eligible in any regulatory pathway.
· The NT Government should limit new permits and progressively phase out existing private holdings with appropriate transitional arrangements.
2. If the NT Government nevertheless allows private keeping to continue, the following minimum safeguards are essential:
· Species differentiation: clear, enforceable distinctions between C. porosus and C. johnstoni, with substantially higher requirements applied to C. porosus if it is retained.
· Breeding prohibition: no breeding under pet permits; all animals sourced from approved facilities only.
· Enclosure and environmental standards: enforceable requirements for enclosure security, thermal regulation, pond depth/volume, water-quality management, and a ban on barbed wire.
· Identification and veterinary care: mandatory microchipping or regulated scute marking under analgesia; nomination of a qualified veterinarian; clear health-care obligations.
· Training and competence: approved qualifications or documented RPL for any keeper; verified experience and referee reports.
· Rehoming and lifespan planning: documented succession/rehoming plans and clear limits on transfers.
· Compliance and inspections: defined inspection schedules, qualified inspectors, and explicit enforcement triggers.

Contact

AVA Policy and Advocacy Team, publicvetaffairs@ava.com.au
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