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When it comes to animal protection, China’s government has 

instituted a raft of local regulations that in print could serve as 

a model for many nations. However, what’s in print isn’t 

always in practice. 

Twenty-five years ago, in a tightly-

controlled isolated China, there was 

no notion of or reference to animal 

welfare. Live animals were routinely 

fed to circus, safari park, and zoo 

carnivores.  

Taking care of animals was not only outside the realm of science; 

it was a menial job. Those who cared for pets, farm, and military 

animals trained incidentally as part of a vocational agricultural 

program and used home-grown approximations of anaesthetics for 

accidents or emergencies. Investigators could pack mice, monkeys, 

and other out-of-luck creatures into research labs, oblivious to 

experimental conditions. 

Clearly the conception of animal sentience was as remote as the 

thought that a Chinese entrepreneur could partner with their 

government in a for-profit start up—which they can today. But all 

that began to change in 1978 when China opened diplomatic 

relations with the West and perforce joined western nations in 

being subject to animal welfare scrutiny. In the course of 

exchange, Chinese scientists quickly learned of veterinary medical 

training, western perspectives on animal welfare, and research 

protocols to keep animals from pain and suffering. One of China’s 

prominent scientists, who was practicing at the time, told us it was 

a dramatic assault, a shockwave of recognition not only that 

animals experience life but that bringing animal science to western 

standards would require a daunting sea change: it would mean 

working to understand, interpret, and practice unfamiliar ways of 

thinking, feeling, and behaving across a country of 1.34 billion 

people where eighty million of them are brutally poor and the 

ruling party stringently controls both behaviour and information 

flow. 



Thanks to a confluence of trends including a growing market 

economy, since then external and Chinese animal protection 

groups have been able to establish a footing. They detail the 

offending practices graphically and also broadcast the message that 

China’s people didn’t realise the immeasurable scale of animal 

suffering inherent in common practice. With the bold support of 

China’s nationally prominent and local scientists, these animal 

protection groups have been working within China on two fronts: 

introducing the idea that animals feel pain and reinforcing the 

message that inflicting pain is tantamount to abuse. Furthermore 

welfare organisations have been teaching local groups to be 

proactive in supporting proposals for local regulation and national 

animal welfare law. 

THE PRINT/PRACTICE GAP 

In response to the work by welfare groups, the push by leading 

scientists for regulation, and, as a consequence of economic, 

social, and political evolution since the early 1980s, China’s 

central and provincial governments have posted local animal 

protection regulations which address some concerns of the animal 

protection groups including the 3Rs for research animals (Table 1). 

Nonetheless, all is not well. By and large outside the major cities 

the regulations either aren’t implemented or aren’t enforced. 

However there is reason to believe this will change, though 

gradually. For, despite stringent rule by the Communist Party and 

control through censorship such as the Golden Shield Project—

colloquially known as The Great Firewall of China—awareness of 

animal welfare ideas, practices, and protocols is opening out into 

the provinces as streams open out into rivers on the way to the sea. 

Furthermore, some trends in Europe and the USA will probably 

encourage the Chinese government to step up implementation and 

enforcement. Here are three among several compelling 

developments: 

 European Union (EU) legislation has recognised animals as 

sentient beings. 

 There is persuasive evidence that laboratory animal data is most 

reliable when animals express natural behaviour. 

 Technicians will ensure animal wellbeing and object if research 

protocols don’t respect animal welfare. 

Given these trends, it is reasonable to celebrate for the animals and 

also to speculate on the likelihood that western research costs 

would go up both in terms of money value and the rigour of 

protocols, making Chinese laboratories a good option for three 

reasons at least. 

Firstly, thanks to favourable labour and operations price tags, 

China is a cost-effective alternative for United States and European 

academic institutions and pharmaceutical companies. Also, as 



patents run out, big-pharma and supply companies are forecasting 

a drop in profits and see a way to improve forecasts by contracting 

out research and manufacturing where costs are substantially more 

favourable. Furthermore, the lower costs don’t have to mean 

compromise on quality. China has a pool of young, highly 

educated scientists who—in the ordinary wish to gain international 

recognition and probably because of favourable rates of pay 

compared to local employ—readily undertake outsourced research. 

Thirdly, due to the absence of stringent EU-type directives, the 

effort to push through research protocols in Chinese Contract 

Research Organisations (CROs) is far less problematic than in 

western jurisdictions. 

China’s scientists, and especially laboratory animal scientists, 

welcome exchange in the international community with the 

excitement that opportunity for professional development brings. 

Each exchange, such as presentation at international conferences, 

academic collaboration, or partnership in a grant proposal, carries 

expectation that all parties will operate not at the lowest, but at the 

highest common denominator. Also, scientists welcome prospects 

for research income, particularly from big-pharma. Big-pharma 

bring with them requirements to meet the highest standards for 

animal welfare assurance, providing an opportunity for Chinese 

scientists to learn, develop, and implement stringent protocols. 

More recently, leading Chinese biomedical scientists introduced 

Association for Assessment and Accreditation of Laboratory 

Animal Care (AAALAC) accreditation and today there are more 

than thirty accredited units. An indirect benefit, one scientist told 

me, is that China’s trade prospects improve as animal care 

improves. And, practically speaking, an incident of animal abuse 

may anger people around the world even if the incident is isolated. 

More money, one scientist told me, means economic growth and 

prestige, yet practically speaking also means more resources to 

improve housing and other laboratory conditions even if, officially, 

regulations aren’t enforced. 

Actually it may be some time before animal welfare regulation in 

print becomes common practice with full moral and cultural 

authority. And this is not surprising. In general, Asian authorities 

tackle problems in a seemingly non-confrontational manner, since 

saying no may cause the petitioner to lose face while saying yes 

may cause the authority to lose face. Also, Asian values mandate 

that decisions once made are supported in the public forum as a 

unified voice. This is understandable since traditional Asian values 

do not reward assertive attitudes or aggressive behaviours and 

confrontation with authorities results in the non-achievement of 

goals. So, although the Chinese people themselves—fledgling 

animal welfare groups, some scientists, and a few bureaucrats—are 

taking up the call for animal welfare, their methods, behaviours, 

and style are not familiar to westerners and may not always look 

like progress, especially when, for example, the animal welfare and 

research ordinances are not correctly or consistently implemented. 



PROGRESS  
Some critics of China’s legislative history say that indirection is a 

convenient out when it comes to inconvenient initiatives. Here’s an 

example: A recent regulation, which grew out of discussions with 

local Chinese and international welfare advocates, requires zoos 

and safari parks to stop the feeding of live animals to carnivores by 

members of the public. This initiative was applauded 

enthusiastically by international animal welfare groups and, one 

could argue, was a victory for face-saving advocacy. But more 

practically, and more importantly in terms of this discussion, while 

the new regulation bans live animal feeding by members of the 

public at zoos, safaris and circuses, zoo-keepers and safari park 

staff may still feed live animals to carnivores off show. Public 

face, private practice—a major gap. 
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Taken overall, then, what’s in print might delight the heart of 

anyone who respects the welfare of animals. However, there is an 

immeasurable gulf between animal welfare laws on the books and 

progress implementing them, particularly since policy 

implementation and law enforcement is diluted as one moves away 

from the centre of power, namely Beijing. 

Time will tell what combination of internal pressure and economic 

benefit fuels such move forward as we have seen to date. 

Nevertheless, in small steps—what occasionally seems like one 

step forward but two steps back—we believe there is reason to be 

hopeful. You can sense the mood by searching the Chinese 

National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI) on animal welfare, 

protection or rights, where dozens of recent MA and PhD theses 

posted by Chinese post-graduates reveal that young Chinese 

scientists are increasingly aware of and committed to western 

laboratory animal welfare practices. They write of hope that China 

will move from lip service to rigorous implementation, and they 

write about ways to persuade China’s government to make poorly 

implemented regulation into national law. 

The small steps ahead come in the form of increasingly detailed 

regulation; and, on the optimistic side, we like to think that as the 

saying goes, with the name in place they’re bound to play the 

game. Here’s a look at the regulation, which has been moving 

ahead in fits and starts but moving ahead. 

CHINA’S FIRST COMPREHENSIVE NATIONAL ANIMAL 

WELFARE LAW 

There is no national law on the books—still, China has a few 

animal-focused administrative regulations which assume the role 

of legislation in the absence of national or provincial laws. With 

respect to laboratory animal science regulations, a compendium of 

laws was published in 2010 by Qi Kong and Chuan Qin from the 

Institute of Laboratory Animal Sciences, Peking Union Medical 

College (Table 1). The first regulation appeared in 1983 following 

a 1982 Central government order, and since then one or two new 

laws or regulations have been implemented every few years 

through to 2006. Since 2006 there has been little activity with the 

exception of the drafting by legal scholars, animal welfare 

advocates and members of the international community of a 

proposed Chinese Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Law. 

In March 2010 China’s first comprehensive look at a national 

animal welfare law—the Chinese Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 

Law—was prepared by legal scholars and animal welfare 

advocates with input by overseas specialists/consultants. The 

proposed draft addresses among other matters animal abuse and 

desertion, responsibilities of animal owners, livestock breeding, 



and the righteousness of caring for animals. The proposed law 

makes animal abuse, desertion, and broadcasting any messages 

about animal abuse criminal acts punishable under criminal law. 

There have been calls for the passage of a national animal 

welfare/protection law along the lines of the draft legislative 

proposal via articles, petitions, interviews, and editorials in many 

countries including China, yet to date the government’s response 

has been one of silence. This may be because the Chinese 

government are cautious about giving acknowledgement, let alone 

support, to the activities of members of the public and their non-

governmental organisations (NGOs). 

A PROMISING FUTURE 

While some combination of will and ability to enforce regulation 

may be lacking in official circles, some less comprehensive 

changes might be within reach and would, we believe, move the 

country toward implementation of animal welfare regulation and 

ultimately toward passage of a national animal protection/animal 

welfare law. Such a passage would, hopefully, create a more 

consistent moral and legal environment within which to conduct 

life sciences research in China. While today there is little reason to 

hope that such a law would be immediately respected or 

systematically, even-handedly implemented quickly, the fact of the 

law would, we believe, be productive: it would open the research 

community to wider public scrutiny and leverage pressure from 

internal and outside groups for compliance. 

One prominent Chinese scientist agrees, tacitly asking for 

understanding, patience, and appreciation for the scope of the 

intellectual and political journey scientists are asking the 

government to undertake. “With economic development, multi-

national pharma in, government calling to establish a harmonising 

society, international exchange, AAALAC accreditation activity, 

renovated western trained scientists returning back to China”, he 

wrote to us, “with minds opened and hard working Chinese animal 

scientists and colleagues, with passionate culture and religion, 

China aims to build a world class animal research program. Within 

30 years, China has caught up the status which western has taken 

almost 100 years. Sea changes have taken place in laboratory 

animal science and animal welfare. Everything is toward good 

direction”. 

Nonetheless, with or without a sea change in Chinese political and 

civil society, we identify these as the challenges for life sciences 

research in contemporary China: 

 The training and role of veterinarians 

 The uniform enforcement of disparate regulations and 

provincial laws in the absence of a national law 



 The role of the accreditation, approval and ethics committees—

in particular with its independence and the acceptance and even 

support of a “whistle blowing” policy 

 Access to drugs—in particular anaesthetics and analgesics 

 Exposure to international perspectives of animal welfare in life 

sciences research 

We hope most sincerely that China will support her scientists in 

moving ahead with dispatch on these matters. 
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