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Survey among FELASA members about
rehoming of animals used for scientific
and educational purposes

Christel PH Moons' ®, Andrea M Spiri? ®, Jackie Boxall®,
Annet Louwerse®, Lars F Mikkelsen®, Mirjam Roth® and
Emilie Ecuer’ ®

Abstract

Rehoming is an important fate, which should be considered for animals used for scientific and educational
purposes, and which is highlighted in the European Directive 2010/63 EU. In 2018, the Federation of European
Laboratory Animal Science Associations (FELASA) convened a working group to review current literature and
identify existing practices with the aim of issuing general recommendations on the rehoming of research
animals. In order to understand the number and species of animals being rehomed and which species and
information to include in the recommendations, the working group launched a survey that was distributed
among FELASA members, yielding 97 valid records for analysis. Most respondents of the survey considered
the rehoming of cats, dogs, mice, rats, rabbits, pigs and minipigs. The most important issues reported by the
respondents were related to availability/suitability of animals, availability of adopters and legal issues. Based
on the data and information collected in this survey, the working group decided on the format and content of
the future recommendations: a first section containing a general protocol for rehoming, addressing the
issues raised by the respondents, and a second section containing species-specific information and advice
about cats, dogs, small prey mammals, equines, primates, camelids and minipigs.
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Introduction . . . .
suppliers and users from which animals are intended to

be rehomed shall have a rehoming scheme in place that
ensures socialization of the animals that are rehomed’.

Although the rehoming of laboratory animals had
already occurred prior to 2010, the publication of the
European Directive 2010/63 EU provided a first offi-
cial framework to support this activity and assigned a
new responsibility to institutions using animals for

'Ghent University, Department of Veterinary and Biosciences,

research and educational purposes.' Article 19 of the
European directive 2010/63/EU states that ‘Member
States may allow animals used or intended to be used
in procedures to be rehomed, or returned to a suitable
habitat or husbandry system appropriate to the species,
provided that the following conditions are met: (a) the
state of health of the animal allows it; (b) there is no
danger to public health, animal health or the environ-
ment; and (c) appropriate measures have been taken to
safeguard the wellbeing of the animal’.” Article 29 of
the European directive 2010/63/EU further states:
‘Where Member States allow rehoming, the breeders,
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As European Member States ratified this Directive into
national legislation, they translated the framework to a
local level.

In 2018, the Federation of European Laboratory
Animal Science Associations (FELASA) convened a
working group to review current literature and identify
existing practices with the aim of issuing general rec-
ommendations on rehoming research animals. The
working group immediately decided that priorities for
the recommendations needed to be set, based on input
from FELASA members. This input related to the spe-
cies focus and difficulties encountered when rehoming,
particularly since there were already publications pro-
viding rehoming recommendations at the time (e.g. the
Dutch NCad opinion Rehoming of former laboratory
animals,® the UK Advice Note on rehoming and setting
free* and the French GRAAL Guide on the rehoming of
laboratory animals’). Consequently, the working group
launched a survey to determine which animal groups
and/or species had been and were likely to be rehomed
in the future by respondents and to examine different
aspects of the rehoming process, in order to clarify the
focus of the FELASA recommendations that the work-
ing group members were asked to prepare. This paper
describes those results and the choices made for the
FELASA recommendations.

Methods

An anonymous online survey (in English) was devel-
oped by the FELASA Working Group on Rehoming
of Animals Used for Scientific and Educational
Purposes using Survey Monkey®. The survey was dis-
tributed by FELASA to its members by email and
responses were collected from end of July until mid-
October 2019.

The survey consisted of six items, three of which
were open-ended questions and three of which were
multiple choice questions, with the option to elaborate
(open-ended) if the ‘Other’ answer option was selected:

1. How many animals of the following species do you
rehome on average each year (for the past three
years)? (Open-ended, numerical; a predefined list
was provided, with the option to add and define
other species.)

2. How many animals of the following species do you
plan to rehome in the near future (next three years)?
(Open-ended, numerical; the same list as for ques-
tion 1 was provided.)

3. What difficulties do you experience when rehoming?
(Multiple choice and multiple mention possible.)

4. Is an external organization involved in the rehoming
of your animals? (Multiple choice.)

5. Is a person with a degree in animal behaviour and/or
welfare (BSc, MSc, Postgraduate) involved in the
rehoming process? (Multiple choice.)

6. If you would like to comment or elaborate on any of
your previous answers, please do this now. (Open-
ended, free text.)

The answer options for the third question were: We
are not finding sufficient, suitable adopters; We are
experiencing a lack of time/personnel; Our animals
are not suitable for rehoming; There is a lack of interest
in rehoming by the management of the institution;
There is a lack of interest in rehoming by the animal
caretakers of the institution; There is no rehoming pro-
tocol available or it is not appropriate; There is no
rehoming contract available or it is not appropriate;
We are not sure what good practices are regarding
rehoming for one or more species we rehome; There
are legal issues preventing rehoming of the species we
use; There are ethical issues preventing rehoming of the
species we use; There are no surplus animals to rehome;
We do not experience any difficulties; I do not know;
Other (please explain).

The answer options for the fourth and fifth ques-
tions were: Yes, always; Yes, for certain species; Yes,
for certain individual animals of a species; No, never;
I do not know; Other (please explain).

To avoid inflation of the data, respondents belong-
ing to the same institution who would be providing
information on the same group of animals were asked
to coordinate and have only one person complete the
survey. To keep the survey brief and focused for its
purposes, no demographic data were collected.

Respondent data were included if at least one of the
questions 3, 4, 5 and 6 was answered and if valid
answers had been given for questions 1 and 2.

Responses from multiple choice questions were tal-
lied per answer option. When respondents elaborated
on their ‘Other’ answer option and for the last question
of the survey, thematic analysis was used to identify
themes that would be useful to include in the
recommendations.®

Results

A total of 113 entries were received, of which 100
remained after blank entries and those with invalid
answer formats were removed. Another three entries
were removed because the respondents did not
rehome research animals currently, resulting in 97
records. The dataset, excluding the answers to two
open-ended questions to avoid risking a breach in ano-
nymity of the respondents, is available at https://data.
mendeley.com/datasets/b6z5f3r6y8/1.
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Based on respondent answers, a total of 3830 ani-
mals had been rehomed over the preceding three years
and 5631 animals would be rehomed over the next
three years, with domestic fowl, mice, rats, dogs and
cats being most common. Table 1 provides a frequency
distribution of the different species that have been and
were planned to be rehomed.

The number of respondents having rehomed a par-
ticular species during the preceding three years or plan-
ning to do so in the next three years was highest for
rats, dogs, mice and cats. Table 2 shows a frequency
distribution of the number of respondents having
rehomed or planning to rehome a particular species.

The difficulties encountered during rehoming are
presented in Table 3. Themes (and number of times
mentioned) extracted from the ‘Other’ answer option
were: rehoming process (n=15), low interest by adopt-
ers for particular species (n=15), national legislation
(n=3), administrative burden (n = 3), negative public-
ity (mn=2), Specific Pathogen Free (SPF) animals
(n=1), cost for adopters (n=1).

When asked whether an external organization par-
ticipated in the rehoming of laboratory animals, six
respondents did not answer this question. Of the
remaining 91 respondents, 47 indicated that they

never did, 13 said they did for certain species, 11 indi-
cated they always did, eight said they did for certain
individuals and four stated that they did not know. An
additional eight respondents added information via the
‘Other’ answer option, of which four stated that they
planned to do this in the future and one respondent
indicated that they had worked with an external orga-
nization before but had stopped the collaboration.
Additional themes extracted were: rehoming to staff
(n=2) and return to supplier (n=1).

A total of eight respondents did not answer the
question whether a person with a degree in animal
behaviour (BSc, MSc, Postgraduate) was involved in
the rehoming process. Of the 89 respondents who did
give an answer, 39 said they always involved one, 29
said they never did, four said they did for species, two
said they did for individuals and six respondents said
they did not know. Nine respondents gave information
via the ‘Other’ answer option, from which four themes
arose: involvement of the (designated) veterinarian
(n=06), involvement of technical staff (n=2), involve-
ment of animal welfare body (n=1) and years of expe-
rience in the industry (n=1).

The following themes were identified from the final
question where respondents could elaborate on the

Table 1. Frequency distribution of laboratory animal species reported to be rehomed during the preceding three years

and planned to be rehomed during the next three years.

Rehomed during the preceding three years

Rehoming during the next three years

Position in

ranking Species Number (%) Species Number (%]
1 Domestic fowl 1137 (29.7) Domestic fowl 2663 (47.3)
2 Mice 1114 (29.1) Mice 944 (16.8)
3 Dogs 504 (13.2) Rats 764 (13.6)
4 Rats 437 (11.4) Dogs 519 (9.2)
5 Cats 142 (3.7) Cats 195 (3.5)
6 Other freshwater fish 105 (2.7) Other freshwater fish 110 (2.0)
7 Pigs and minipigs 58 (1.5) Llama or alpaca 50 (0.9)
8 Zebra finches 50 (1.3) Zebra finches 50 (0.9)
9 Hamsters 46 (1.2) Pigs and minipigs 49 (0.9)
10 Equines 44 (1.1) Equines 39 (0.7)
" Ferrets 31(0.8) Ferrets 32 (0.6)
12 Cattle 30 (0.8) Sheep and goats 32 (0.6)
13 Rabbits 29 (0.8) Hamsters 29 (0.5)
14 Guinea pigs 18 (0.5) Macaques or vervets 26 (0.5)
15 Sheep and goats 17 (0.4) Gerbils 24 (0.4)
16 Zebrafish 15 (0.4) Guinea pigs 24 (0.4)
17 Macaques or vervets 12 (0.3) Cattle 22 (0.4)
18 Llama or alpaca 12 (0.3) Zebrafish 20 (0.4)
19 Ducks and geese 10 (0.3) Rabbits 15 (0.3)
20 Other birds 8 (0.2) Other birds 12 (0.2)
21 Gerbils 7(0.2) Quails 5 (0.1)
22 Pigeons 3(0.1) Arboreal anurans 5 (0.1)
23 Quails 1(0.03) Pigeons 2 (0.04)
Total 3830 5631
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Table 2. Frequency distribution of respondents (institutions) indicating that they have rehomed a particular species
during the preceding three years and of institutions planning to do so during the next three years (N=97).

Rehomed during the preceding three years

Rehoming during the next three years

Species Number of respondents Species Number of respondents
Rats 28 Rats 25
Dogs 24 Dogs 19
Mice 17 Mice 16
Cats 12 Cats 10
Rabbits 1" Pigs and minipigs 8
Pigs and minipigs 9 Domestic fowl 8
Domestic fowl 8 Sheep and goats 6
Guinea pigs 6 Ferrets 4
Ferrets 6 Macaques or vervets 4
Hamsters 5 Hamsters 3
Cattle 5 Guinea pigs 3
Equines 5 Rabbits 3
Macaques or vervets 4 Cattle 3
Sheep and goats 4 Equines 3
Gerbils 2 Gerbils 2
Llama or alpaca 2 Other birds 2
Other birds 2 Other freshwater fish 2
Zebrafish 2 Llama or alpaca 1
Other freshwater fish 2 Quails 1
Quails 1 Pigeons 1
Ducks and geese 1 Zebra finches 1
Pigeons 1 Arboreal anurans 1
Zebra finches 1 Zebrafish 1

Table 3. Frequency distribution of the types of difficulties encountered by institutions rehoming laboratory animals

(N=97]. Multiple mentioning was possible.

Number of

Type of difficulty respondents
Our animals are not suitable for rehoming 47

We are not finding sufficient, suitable adopters 30

There are legal issues preventing rehoming of the species we use 22

There is no rehoming protocol available, or it is not appropriate 18

There are no surplus animals to rehome 17

We are experiencing a lack of time/personnel 13

There are ethical issues preventing rehoming of the species we use 12

We do not experience any difficulties 1"

There is no rehoming contract available, or it is not appropriate "

There is a lack of interest in rehoming by the management of the institution 10

We are not sure what good practices are regarding rehoming for one or more species we rehome 8

| do not know 2

There is a lack of interest in rehoming by the animal caretakers of the institution 0

Other 15

answers given: clarification on numbers given for ques-
tions 1 and 2 (n=10), working with third party orga-
nization (n=06), rehoming process (n=15), legislation
(n=4), motivation to rehome (rn=23), availability of
adopters for particular species (n=3), rehoming costs
(n=13), rehoming outcome (n=2), food animal species
(n=2), administration (n=1) and SPF animals (n=1).

Discussion and conclusion

The purpose of this survey was to acquire information
to help focus the recommendations requested by
FELASA on the rehoming of animals used for scien-
tific and educational purposes, in terms of both species
and issues encountered during rehoming.
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FELASA currently has 21 member associations,
which are national Laboratory Animal Science
Associations (https://felasa.eu/about-us/members, last
consulted on 8 March 2022). It is difficult to appraise
the response rate of our survey based on this informa-
tion, since we do not know the total number of research
institutions each national association has reached.
A survey about rehoming by UK research facilities
between 2015 and 2017 resulted in a 25% response
rate (41 institutions out of approximately 160).”

Out of 100 valid records, three responses were from
respondents indicating that they did not currently
rehome. This number is quite low compared with
22 out of 41 facilities not rehoming in the UK.” We
assume that survey respondents who did not perform
rehoming were not answering the survey because of our
specific request for cooperation from facilities that did
rehome. This explains the high rate of respondents who
indicated that they have rehomed.

In our study, domestic fowl, mice, rats, dogs and
cats were most frequently mentioned as being rehomed
or planned to be rehomed. Cats and rats were also
among the most popular species to rehome in the UK
during the 2015-2017 period.” For dogs, the UK survey
distinguished between beagles and dogs other than bea-
gles (the latter having been rehomed more), but our
survey did not make this distinction. Mice represented
a group that was highest in numbers kept according to
the UK survey while very few were rehomed,” whereas
in our study mice were a popular species to rehome by
a relatively large number of respondents. The animal
group that was most commonly rehomed in the UK
was fish, but these numbers were not as high in our
study and rehoming was performed by only a small
number of respondents. Domestic fowl were rehomed
in the highest number according to our data, but by a
relatively small number of respondents (n=28) com-
pared with animal groups that were less commonly
rehomed or were planned to be rehomed. Due to the
low number of respondents rehoming domestic fowl
this species is most probably overrepresented in the
absolute number of animals, because fowl are likely
to be rehomed as large groups. Domestic fowl are
often kept in large flocks in contrast to other species
such as cats or dogs. Therefore, the working group
combined the information on the number of animals
rehomed or planned to be rehomed, the number of
respondents indicating they have rehomed or are plan-
ning to rehome a particular species or animal group,
and the available expertise among the members of the
working group, in order to decide the species on which
to focus. Consequently, the focus of the recommenda-
tions with regard to the type of animals included was
dogs, cats, mice, rats, rabbits, primates, pigs and mini-
pigs, and horses and camelids.

In our study, the main reported difficulty when
rehoming was that animals are not suitable for rehom-
ing. Because we deliberately kept this survey succinct
for our purposes, we do not have further information
to show which species are less suitable for rehoming.
Several possibilities are suggested in the literature, such
as legal restrictions (e.g. in the case of genetically mod-
ified animals), biosecurity concerns and the inability to
safeguard the wellbeing of the animals.”®* For the
latter, providing information on the importance of pre-
vious socialization of animals as juveniles, how to pre-
pare animals for rehoming, how to screen adopters to
ensure an appropriate match and try to ensure they
have realistic expectations are important considera-
tions to address this concern.’”'" Several other con-
cerns were related to the different steps in the
rehoming process, including recruiting suitable adopt-
ers, developing a rehoming protocol supported by good
practices and devising a rehoming contract. The lack of
interest from management in rehoming animals may
partly explain why there is insufficient time/personnel
to engage in rehoming. Why rehoming should be con-
sidered as an option, as well as how to account for
costs in order to provide appropriate resource, were
also retained as elements to include in our future rec-
ommendations. A particular issue was the option to
work with a third-party organization for rehoming.
Several respondents indicated that they did this already
and others were hesitant or had worked with such an
organization previously but decided to stop. When dis-
cussed as a theme in the ‘Other’ answer options, the
main concern reported was that working with a third-
party organization may cause or already has caused
problems regarding public perception or confidentiali-
ty, which is in line with the results from the UK study.’

Based on the data that were collected in this survey,
the working group decided on the format and content
of the recommendations: a first section containing a
general protocol for rehoming, addressing the issues
raised by the respondents, and a second section con-
taining species-specific information and advice, which
was added as supplemental material.
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Enquéte aupres des membres de la FELASA sur la réhabilitation des animaux utilisés a
des fins scientifiques et éducatives

Résumeé

La réhabilitation est une démarche importante qui doit étre envisagée pour les animaux utilisés a des fins
scientifiques et éducatives, et qui est soulignée dans la Directive européenne 2010/63 UE. En 2018, la
Fédération européenne des associations de science des animaux de laboratoire (FELASA) a réuni un
groupe de travail chargé d'examiner la littérature actuelle et d’identifier les pratiques existantes dans le
but de formuler des recommandations générales sur la réhabilitation des animaux de recherche. Afin de
comprendre le nombre et les especes d'animaux réhabilités et les especes et informations a inclure dans les
recommandations, le groupe de travail a lancé une enquéte auprés des membres de la FELASA, qui a permis
de rassembler 97 dossiers valides pour analyse. La plupart des répondants envisageaient la réhabilitation de
chats, chiens, souris, rats, lapins, porcs et mini-figues. Les questions les plus importantes signalées par les
répondants étaient liées a la disponibilité et a la pertinence des animaux, a la disponibilité des adopteurs et
aux questions juridiques. Sur la base des données et des informations recueillies dans le cadre de cette
enquéte, le groupe de travail a décidé du format et du contenu des futures recommandations: une premiére
section contenant un protocole général de réhabilitation, traitant des questions soulevées par les
répondants, et une deuxiéme section contenant des renseignements et des conseils spécifiques a l'espece
sur les chats, les chiens, les petits mammiferes proies, les équidés, les primates, les camélidés et les
cochons nains.

Umfrage unter FELASA-Mitgliedern iiber private Unterbringung von fiir wissenschaft-
liche und padagogische Zwecke verwendeten Tieren

Abstract

Private Unterbringung ist ein wichtiges Ereignis, das fir Tiere, die fir wissenschaftliche und padagogische
Zwecke verwendet werden, in Betracht gezogen werden sollte und das in der europaischen Richtlinie 2010/63
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EU hervorgehoben wird. Im Jahr 2018 hat die Federation of European Laboratory Animal Science
Associations (FELASA] eine Arbeitsgruppe einberufen, um die aktuelle Literatur zu sichten und existierende
Praktiken zu ermitteln, mit dem Ziel, allgemeine Empfehlungen fir die private Unterbringung von
Versuchstieren auszusprechen. Um zu klaren, wie viele und welche Arten von Tieren privat untergebracht
werden und welche Arten und Informationen in die Empfehlungen aufgenommen werden sollen, startete die
Arbeitsgruppe eine Umfrage, die unter den FELASA-Mitgliedern verteilt wurde und 97 relevante Datensatze
fir die Analyse lieferte. Die meisten Teilnehmer an der Umfrage befassten sich mit der privaten
Unterbringung von Katzen, Hunden, Mausen, Ratten, Kaninchen, Schweinen und Minischweinen. Die wich-
tigsten Probleme, die von den Befragten genannt wurden, betrafen die Verfiigbarkeit/Eignung der Tiere, die
Verfligbarkeit von Adoptanten und rechtliche Fragen. Auf der Grundlage der in dieser Umfrage gesammelten
Daten und Informationen beschloss die Arbeitsgruppe die Form und den Inhalt der kiinftigen Empfehlungen:
ein erster Abschnitt mit einem allgemeinen Protokoll fiir die private Unterbringung von Tieren, in dem die von
den Befragten aufgeworfenen Fragen behandelt werden, und ein zweiter Abschnitt mit artspezifischen
Informationen und Ratschlagen zu Katzen, Hunden, kleinen Beutetieren, Pferden, Primaten, Kameliden
und Minischweinen.

Encuesta entre los miembros de FELASA sobre el realojamiento de animales utilizados
con fines cientificos y formativos

Resumen

El realojamiento es un destino importante que debe ser considerado para los animales utilizados con fines
cientificos y formativos, y que se destaca en la Directiva Europea 2010/63 UE. En 2018, la Federacion de
Asociaciones Europeas de Ciencia Animal de Laboratorio (FELASA) convocd a un grupo de trabajo para
revisar todo el material publicado actual e identificar las practicas existentes con el objetivo de emitir
recomendaciones generales sobre el realojamiento de animales de investigacién. Con el fin de conocer el
numero y las especies de animales realojados y qué especies e informacion incluir en las recomendaciones,
el grupo de trabajo llevd a cabo una encuesta entre los miembros de FELASA y que arrojé 97 registros validos
para el andlisis. La mayoria de los encuestados se refirieron al realojamiento de gatos, perros, ratones,
ratas, conejos, cerdos y minicerdos. Los problemas mas importantes senalados por los encuestados estaban
relacionados con la disponibilidad/adecuacién de los animales, la disponibilidad de adoptantes y las cues-
tiones legales. A partir de los datos y la informacién recogidos en esta encuesta, el grupo de trabajo escogié
el formato y el contenido de las futuras recomendaciones: una primera seccién con un protocolo general
para el realojamiento, que aborda las cuestiones planteadas por los encuestados, y una segunda seccién con
informacion y consejos especificos para cada especie sobre gatos, perros, pequenos mamiferos de presa,
équidos, primates, camélidos y minicerdos.



