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Scientists working with laboratory animals in Britain are made aware forcibly that a 

serious ethical dilemma surrounds the use of animals in experiments. Certain voci ferous 
sections of the community press the issue on the attention of the general public and 
media sources tend to propagate views expressed by the most extreme parties, while 
neglecting coverage of mature, rational opinion. It is, perhaps no bad thing for the 
scientific community to be frequently reminded to take a responsible attitude to the 
use of animals but recent overt, even illegal, activity on the part of extremist animal 
protectionist groups has encouraged a regrettable polarisation of viewpoints with some 
scientific institutions seeking to withdraw still further from public scrutiny and accountabi 
Iity. 

 
 

What Is the Basis of "the Ethical 
Dilemma?" 

On the one hand is the view that 
scientists should have complete freedom 
in what they do with animals; on the 
other that all experiments involving ani 
mals should be abolished. The first view 
treats laboratory animals like any other 
tool used by the scientists in pursuit of 
new knowledge or insights. The other as 
cribes rights and privileges to even the 
lowliest of experimental animals at least 
equivalent to those equivalent to those 
enjoyed by (or meant to be enjoyed by) 
humans. In between is room for many 
shades of opinion and the majority of the 
British public who think at all about such 
matters would hold views somewhere within 
this centre field (Fig. 1). 

Because "experiments" cover feed 
ing trials and simple observational studies 
where, arguably, little or nosuffering oc 
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directed chiefly at experiments in which 
animals are clearly exposed to pain or 
distress. In general, the more obvious 
and severe the suffering, the greater is 
public disquiet, tempered to some extent 
by the aims of the experimenter. 

The number of scientists in Britain who 
hold the extreme view that they should 
enjoy carte blanche in the use of animals is 
probably small. Moreover, there is a 
growing awareness that good science 
depends on avoidance of unnecessarily 
stressful experiments and on maintaining 
the highest standards of animal care. 

The rival extreme view is held by a 
small but voluble minority. 

For holders of either of these ex 
treme views the ethical dilemma does not 
really exist. Animal experimentation is 
either totally wrong, or always justi fiable. 
Although untroubled by pangs of 
conscience both groups are frustrated in 
the realisation of their ideals. Patently 
experiments with animals are proceeding 
(more than 4 million animals are used 
annually in Britain alone) and again in 
Britain as is widely known, scientists do 
not have complete freedom; they are sub 
ject to Government legislation and have 
to work within laws administered by the 
Home Office. 

The legislation imposes certain re 
straints. 

Experimenters must: 

(i) be licensed (implies competency); 
(ii) be certificated for use of par 

ticular procedures/species (implies com 
petency); 

(iii) work only on approved, pre 
scribed premises; 

(iv) keep records and submit annual 
returns to the Home Office; and 

(v) be subject to inspection by H.O. 
inspectors. 

Is the legislation adequate? Those 
opposed to animal experiments believe 
not. A growing number of concerned scien 
tists also recognize the inadequacies in 
practice. Proposals shortly to be de 
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bated in Parliament promise more com 
prehensive and tighter control of animal 
usage but better laws and more policing 
can only improve the situation marginal 
ly. For real progress what is required is a 
shift in attitude so that ethical consider 
ations come to weigh equally with other 
factors in experimental design and imple 
mentation. Dr. S. Vine (1977) formerly 
Chief Animal Inspector in the Home Of 
fice, has stated that the one area in which 
the inspectorate and the Secre tary of 
State cannot make decisions is in ethical 
matters. In one sense, indeed, ex isting 
legislation acts against good ethi cal 
concern, since having received the stamp 
of approval in the form of a license and 
appropriate certificates the experi 
menter may feel that as long as he does 
not contravene the law he is absolved 
from further consideration of the ethics of 
his actions. And in the last analysis what an 
individual experimenter does or does not 
do is very largely his own decision. 

It is at this point that some people 
feel that a carefully formulated ethical 
code should intervene to aid decision 
making. This code would supersede in 
dividual views and, ideally, would re flect 
the attitudes of the public at large 
 attitudes which may, of course, change 
with time. 

The points of ethical concern which 
must be taken into account in any pro 
jected work with animals can be sum 
marized in 4 questions: 

(i) Is infliction of pain and/or stress 
justified?; 

(ii) If yes, how much can be inflicted? 
(Can it be measured?); 

(iii) What is the basis for justifica 
tion?; and 

(iv) Who decides? 

Measurement of pain or stress (in ques 
tion (ii)) is not strictly an ethical matter but 
it is a serious practical problem which 
must be addressed if ethical ad vice is to 
be effective. 
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The Swedish Experience of Ethical 
Committees 

 
It was consideration of questions like 

those above that led a group of scientists 
at the University of Uppsala in Sweden 
to conceive the idea of a peer review body 
comprising scientists and others to 
evaluate proposals involving experimen 
tal animals before they were implemented, 
from the point of view of possible ethi cal 
objections. 

As a result of the pilot scheme launched in 
Uppsala in 1976, legislation to make such 
committees mandatory was passed by the 
Swedish Parliament only three years later. 
Thoughts along similar lines in Britain are 
much influenced by the Swedish scheme. 

A significant early step was agree 
ment on a system of categorising experi 
ments in terms of the pain or stress to 
which animals are likely to be exposed 
and deciding at what level intervention 
by the ethical committee should occur. 
The categories are listed below (Table 1). 
Experiences to date show that more than 
70% of projects involve experiments in 
categories I and 11 which are exempt from 
ethical scrutiny. This is important in 
revealing to the public that a large majority 
of experiments inflict minimal suffering 
and in reducing the commit tee's work to 
manageable levels. 

Members of the committees are re 
search workers from relevant scientific 
disciplines, animal/laboratory technicians 

or laymen  equal numbers of each. Total 
membership is large (minimum of 15 Pfr 
sons) but each project is examined by a 
group of only three members, one from 
each category. 

When presenting a project for ethi 
cal scrutiny, the proposer approaches a 
scientist on the committee with knowl 
edge of his area of work and the scientist 
appoints the other two members on a ro 
tational basis. They meet together in the 
proposer's laboratory to discuss the pro 
ject. Certain criteria of evaluation have 
to be satisfied but the keynote to success 
of the scheme seems to be the informali 
ty of the process, with the threeman 
committee offering advice on modifica 
tions to the protocol (if they feel this is 
desirable) without censure. Table II shows 
the sort of questions which the committee 
asks. 

A similar scheme is now in opera 
tion in at least one Australian University 
(Ross, 1981) and a somewhat different ver 
sion of peer review is presently mandatory 
in Canadian institutions. However, there 
are serious objections to peer review as a 
measure of control, neatly summarised by 
M.W. Fox, Director of the Institute for 
the Study of Animal Problems, Wash 
ington, D.C. "Accountability is suppos 
edly upheld via the peer review system for 
research grant awards and approval, but 
unfortunately this system is inade quate 
for many reasons notably (a) pro 
fessional etiquette (one does not criti cize 
one's peers or superiors, especially 

 
 

TAl,JLE 1 Swedis_h Ethical Committees- Categories of Experimeots 
 
 

* I 
* 11 

111 
 

IV 

V 

 

Observational or feeding experiments, injections or bloodsampling. 

Acute experiments performed under general anaesthesia without recovery of the animal. 

Surgical procedures under general anaesthesia with recovery and temporary post 
operative pain or indisposition. 

All experiments performed on nonanaesthetised animals (except those in Category I). 

All  experiments performed on nonanaesthetised animals curarised or equivalent. 

 
 

(* Exempt from ethical scrutiny) 
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(i) Is the project scientifically sound? 

(ii) Can the problem be solved without using animals? 

(iii) Can the work be modified to involve experiments of lower category than those sug 
gested? 

(iv) How will the animals be cared for postoperatively? 

(v) What measures will be used to reduce intensity and duration of animal suffering? 

 
since they may some day be reviewing 
your own research proposal); (b) supposed 
societal value of performing a given ex 
periment is compounded and confounded 
by other values which in no way justify 
animal sacrifice or suffering. These in 
clude academic status, tenure, scientific 
recognition, additional income and pres 
tige for the university or research institu 
tion; and (c) the value of adding further 
knowledge to a particular discipline (no 
one wants their speciality or life's en 
deavors devalued or discredited). This is 
very different from valuing such knowl 
edge in terms of benefitting society" (Fox, 
1981). 

It is hard for individuals and even 
groups from a single institution to ignore 
the "other values" to which Fox alludes. 
Probably the true worth of ethical re view 
bodies will only accrue when they reflect a 
wide spectrum of public opinion in their 
membership, but this is par ticularly 
contentious and it is doubtful if the 
scientific community in Britain is ready as 
yet to agree to such major inter vention. 

Ethical Committees in British 
Institutions 

In 1980, the Universities Federation 
for Animal Welfare circularised twenty 
leading research institutions in Britain to 
sound out attitudes to the idea of local 
ethical committees (LECs) being promoted 
in future Government legislation on lab 
oratory animal welfare. The five ques 
tions asked (reproduced here by permis 
sion of the Director of UFAW) appear in 
Table 3 below. Answers from the 16 re 
spondents were almost uniformly unfav 
ourable to the idea. In particular, not 
one answered question (iv) affirmatively. 

In spite of this coolness on the part of 
the scientific community, a number of 
influential bodies have accepted the 
potential value of LECs and it remains 
possible that future Government legisla 
tion will favour their adoption. 

There appears to have been no de 
termined action to establish such bodies 
in British universities but a group of 
scientists in Liverpool has become estab 
lished with the aim of heightening the 

 
 

  
 

5 Questions: 
 

(i) Do you have a formal scientific planning/research committee? 

(ii) Do you have any internal committe with similar function to LEC? 

(iii) Do you think LECs have a role to play in the planning/control of scientific investigations? 

(iv) Do you think LECs should improve the welfare of animals kept for scientific purposes/ 

(v) Can you see any scientific/administrative, etc. objections to LECs? 
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ethical awareness of all users of animals 
within the University. Eventually, it is 
hoped, no new projects will be intro 
duced without due attention having been 
paid to ethical implications of the pro 
posed work. One way in which this aim 
may be accomplished is through the es 
tablishment of a committee along the 
lines of the Swedish scheme. 

 
 

References 

Fox, M.W. (1981) Experimental Psychology, 
Animal Rights, Welfare and Ethics. Psy 
chopharm Bu/117(2), 8093. 

Ross, M.W. (1981) The ethics of experi 
ments on higher animals. Soc Sci Med 
15F, 5160. 

Vine, S. (1977) "The Welfare of Laborato ry 
Animals" (discussion reported on p. 126) 
UFAW, Potters Bar, U.K. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
294 INT J STUD ANIM PROB 4(4) 1983 


	What Is the Basis of "the Ethical Dilemma?"
	The Swedish Experience of Ethical Committees
	References

