
 

The Global Rise to Prominence of Ethical Oversight  

How might it influence laboratory animal science? 

Helen Kelly and Anthony James  
 
Ethical Review is a hot topic. It is debated fiercely at forums on the future of 
research and ardently by members of the general public. Research professionals 
working in the globe’s remote corners hasten to demonstrate good faith and 
proclaim a genuine wish to do right by laboratory animals. Biomedical science 
sweats under the bright lights of high-profile controversy and image 
management. Anything might go viral on YouTube. 

And while unethical once meant negligence and abuse, the measures of pain, 
distress and suffering—along with the discussions about them—are highly 
nuanced. Such conspicuous and particulate examination raises finely drawn 
targets for those who worry that when it comes to ethical oversight, institutional 
politics outweighs the societal ethic or the welfare of the animals. 

The public nature of the debate brings key dilemmas front and centre. 

 If most research is funded by public monies, shouldn’t the public have a major 
say in whether a project goes ahead? 
 

 Which is more likely to produce decisions based on science and ethics rather 
than vested interests— local self-regulation or national oversight? 
 

 What level of pain, distress or suffering is ethical? 
Is any level of pain, distress or suffering ethical? 
 

 And, if one decides to hedge on that—almost always to choose the lesser of 
perceived evils— then, since by definition an ethical question summons 
judgment supported by selected facts and almost always influenced by moral 
precepts and cultural rules (and history, form of government, general education 
levels, political philosophy, religion and just plain economic/public relations 
practicality), how could one set acceptable limits? 
 

http://www.alnmag.com/


 People agree in principle that the non-scientist members of the Ethical Review 
Committee should be equipped to make decisions based on knowledge of the 
species proposed as the experimental population. Yet it is difficult to identify 
members of the public with the time to undertake rigorous preparation, 
especially given the wide variety of species. So what are practical plans for 
selecting members of the Ethical Review Committee who are prepared to act 
objectively? 
 

 To make the matter manageable, most countries have developed local 
solutions. 

“We have good results setting ethical review practice locally”, reports Francois 
Lachapelle, President of GIRCOR, an agreement by public and private research 
organisations and companies to create institutional ethics committees that are 
binding on all signatories. “To see why local practice works, you need only 
consider new methods for microsurgery. In the U.S., it is highly ethical, even 
noble, to use human placenta. In Europe’s predominantly Catholic countries, this 
is impossible”. “ 

May I offer a stark contrast”, Dr Tsutomu Miki Kurosawa, Japanese College of 
Laboratory Animal Medicine President said. “In South Korea, there are two laws 
regulating laboratory animal welfare and both mandate that the ethical 
committee comprises at least one laboratory animal veterinarian and one 
representative from an animal welfare organization”. 

“In Japan, the animal welfare law spells out standards concerning the welfare of 
various animals. However there is no national mandate concerning an ethical 
review committee. Nonetheless several government ministries responsible for 
research and/or funding have ordered that research institutions conduct ethical 
reviews of animal experiments. Their requirements are published in their 
Ministerial/Departmental Guidelines. These Guidelines generally require an 
institutional animal care and use committee to include one scientist, a specialist 
in laboratory animals but neither veterinarian nor member of the public. Animal 
welfare advocates are not pleased but scientists emphasise the importance of 
self- rather than legal regulation”. 

“In China”, Wanyong Pang, a Sanofi Strategic Advisor on Animal Research and 
Welfare told me, “we don’t yet have a national animal welfare law (though there 
is a Guideline on humane care of lab animals, issued in 2006 by Ministry of 
Science and Technology, and an Ethic Review Guideline, issued by Beijing 
Administrative Office for Lab Animal). As a country, we are making progress on 
animal welfare. Meanwhile, all AAALAC-accredited research facilities require 



strict ethical review of every proposed project, and we are showing the way for 
government-run labs”. 

Professor Dr Osvaldas Ruksenas, Dean, Faculty of Natural Sciences at Lithuania‘s 
Vilnius University and a member of the FELASA Working Group observes that in 
Europe harmonisation across national borders will take time. “If the goal is 
global harmonisation, Dr. Osvaldas says, “it would be very challenging. But there 
is one trend: as the size of research effort increases, the role for institutional 
ethics committees becomes greater. In smaller countries (not necessarily small in 
geography but small in research effort) there is a tendency for a national 
committee”. 

THE INTERSECTION OF POLITICS, ETHICS AND SCIENCE 

Clearly when it comes to harmonisation of ethical oversight, vested interest and 
heartfelt commitment operate side by side in a highly-charged, often partisan 
and sometimes surprising mix of lip-service and genuine allegiance to the 
animal’s welfare. Ethics and science, once treated as distinct disciplines, 
intermingle and sometimes collide. Politics and science, cosy bedfellows, are 
under the gun to go their separate ways. 

Probably it will be some time before we know whether the focus on ethical 
oversight will touch deeper sensibilities and raise the bar globally on reduction of 
suffering. Right now, experts say, the jury is still out. 

Following, four major researchers share their thoughts on the ethical review 
process. 

  



INTRODUCE MORE ETHICAL TRAINING  

 
The chief problem is that, in the eyes of most scientists, 
animal research is not seen as a major moral issue. 

Part of what I have termed ‘scientific ideology’, 
adherence to which is a major commitment in becoming 
a scientist, is affirming that ‘science has nothing to do 
with ethics’, since ethics functions in the realm of values, 
and science deals strictly with facts. Questions like ‘what 
entitles us to use animals for our benefit’ are excluded 
from scientific legitimacy and are thus rarely discussed. 

Fortunately, this can be rectified by education. I have found this to be the case 
during more than 20 years of teaching science and ethics. Since the likelihood of 
any human activity being ethics-free is extremely small, it is not difficult to get 
students to recognise the ethical components implicit in the use of human and 
animal subjects in invasive ways.  

I also explain the insidious ways in which ideologies are imposed on people and 
look at historical abuses of human and animal subjects that have resulted from 
scientific ideology. Obviously, it is more difficult to penetrate different cultures 
with no tradition of obligations to animals. 

The next step in a move toward more ethical practice in animal experimentation 
is first and foremost, the introduction of a significant ethics vector into the 
training of nascent scientists. In some countries, articulated principles of animal 
ethics must be embodied in legislation in order to set ground rules for 
committee deliberation. Until the scientific community acknowledges the fact 
that science will be conducted on a social-ethical playing field, it will be at odds 
with society in general, and see its freedom gradually eroded as society imposes 
what it sees as ethical requirements on scientific activity. 

 

Bernard E. Rollin, PhD is a pioneer and celebrated champion of veterinary ethics. 
He currently works as a distinguished Professor of Philosophy in the Animal 
Sciences at Biomedical Sciences Department at Colorado State University at Fort 
Collins in the United States. 

 



 

SET PRACTICE LOCALLY TO AVOID CLICHÉ RESPONSES 

 
We have had good results setting ethical review 
practice locally. Let me present some examples to 
illustrate. 

Animalists would restrict animal studies to the needs of 
human health. The EU does not set such restrictions 
because 42% of cures are issued from fundamental 
research. Surprise findings have brought major benefit 
to human and animal health and to the environment. 

There are two examples about which many people know. Scientists studying 
canary bird song famously discovered adult brain stem cells. Scientists studying 
pulmonary arterial hypertension famously discovered sildenafil citrate. So, yes, it 
would be simpler to set restrictions but we prefer to judge each project 
individually on the potential for contribution to scientific knowledge. Nobody 
can seriously predict the application of any new knowledge. 

Setting practice locally we do face a universal problem: how to avoid what we 
might call well intentioned cliché responses. In such circumstances popular 
ethics turns out to be just the opposite. For example it is popular to aim for 
reduction in the number of animals used; however using too few is entirely 
unethical because it wastes lives and achieves nothing. Another example: it is 
unpopular in the EU to use primates, yet in the study of autoimmune diseases or 
infectiology it can be inefficient and thus unethical to substitute rodents. 

So, in the EU, ethical practice is formulating the question correctly—why this 
species, why this model—and then applying the 3Rs test. 

For review, I believe there should be at least a scientist expert in the field, a 
veterinarian, an experienced animal care technician, and someone representing 
the community—perhaps someone from another discipline whose work requires 
a high level of analysis—who is ready and able to ask pertinent questions. 

François Lachapelle, PhD, is the Research Director and Chair at the National 
Office of Animal Welfare of the Institut National de la Santé et de la Recherche 
Médicale (INSERM) and the President of the Groupe Interprofessionnel de 
Réflexion et de Communication sur la Recherche (GIRCOR). 



PICK THE RIGHT ETHICAL REVIEW COMMITTEE MEMBERS 

 More and more countries are requiring ethical 
review of animal-based research. That heartens 
some. Others say that despite these efforts, success 
falls short, as not enough attention is given to the 
selection and training of ethical review committee 
members. My colleagues and I have focused our 
research on the procedural and compositional 
problems of research ethics committees (though 
countries in Europe have also been grappling with 
these issues). David Fraser and I found that: 

 Committee composition and recruitment methods create a bias toward 
institutional research interests versus interests of research subjects and the 
community. 
 

 Agendas other than the ethical evaluation mandate drive motivation to join 
the committee, and committee dynamics prevent full participation of 
members. 
 

 Committee members have excessive workload and/or inadequate 
preparation for adequate review. 

In addition to having a genuine commitment to safeguarding the welfare of the 
animal, key selection criteria for committee members of an ethical review 
committee include an in depth understanding of the procedures being proposed 
and the scientific merit of the study and familiarity with the animal’s biology, 
natural patterns of behaviour and psychology. 

Members must also be equipped to consider how all of these factors interact 
with respect to the care and welfare of animals. Given the variety of species 
under our care, it is not a simple decision to set selection criteria based on both 
attitude and knowledge, yet it is essential if we are to achieve humane animal 
experimentation. 

Another essential element of committee member training is for members to 
understand that an individual’s personal values influence her or his decisions. 
For instance, an individual’s values will influence preference for one species over 
another—say a rat versus a cat—and also what a person judges is a good life for 
an animal and how a person thinks animals ought to be treated. 



Here is an example. A person who values naturalness will likely prefer to house 
rats in larger, enriched cages with other rats and that researchers undertake 
their work in the dark, when rats are awake. In contrast, a person who values 
good health above all, may prefer to house rats in sterile, barren cages without 
social interaction in an attempt to reduce disease”. 

So, the wide variety of species and new technologies makes it very difficult to 
compose committees with sufficient expertise. A possible solution would be to 
have a variety of individuals identified with a breadth of species experiences and 
to then select specific individuals for specific research proposals. 

Cathy Schuppli, PhD, DVM, is a Visiting Scientist in the Animal Welfare Program 
at the University of British Columbia, Canada. 

 

USE ONLY WHAT YOU NEED 

 For a number of reasons I use zebrafish—specifically 
zebrafish embryos—and in many quarters that raises 
fewer ponderous ethical dilemmas. Here are some of 
my thoughts on the ethical issues that arise. 

Compared to a mouse, a rat or a rabbit, a zebrafish is 
a less neurophysiologically sensitive animal, yet at the 
embryonic stage, blood vessel development is 
analogous. That’s because blood vessel development 
in both fish and humans derive from more ancient 
processes, so the mechanisms are comparable. 

Zebrafish produce tens if not hundreds of embryos 
and the team can study by observation rather than by instrumentation. Almost 
all studies involve developing zebrafish larvae. They are 2mm long and comprise 
about fifty nerve cells. So, we don’t require any invasive protocol; we can see the 
blood vessels developing. 

To undertake the delicate process of microscopic examination, we anaesthetise 
the embryo. To stir the sedated embryo, we attach a hair to the end of a small 
stick and gently re-position the specimen as needed. 

 



To study genetic mechanisms where we know a gene’s place in the sequence but 
not its function, we use a reagent that temporarily knocks that gene down but 
does not knock it out. Once we have suspended the gene and observed results, 
we re-activate the gene. 

In the UK the Home Office does make a distinction between embryos and 
animals able to feed themselves, so there are different rules for fish embryos 
and adult fish. However the fundamental ethical questions still arise. We do not 
know whether a fish embryo has a capacity for consciousness—or for suffering 
induced by noxious influence of our manipulations. 

They are very small, what one might label primitive animals, so people wonder 
whether we think about the experimental population, which is abundant, as 
endless or even expendable. Our view is quite the opposite: we are grateful for 
the opportunity to conduct research into cures or treatment for human 
cardiovascular disease without the need for multiple generations of mammals, 
and we are keenly aware that the embryos may sense the experience. 

So we use only as many embryos as we need to be thorough and we use 
anaesthetics to prevent pain. The ethical review process is rigorous in exactly the 
same measure as proposed projects involving more neurologically and 
physiologically complex species than our fish. The practicalities may change a 
little but the overall considerations are exactly the same. 

Tim Chico, MBChB MRCP MD studies molecular and genetic mechanisms 
controlling blood vessel development and collateral vessel formation after 
arterial occlusion. That knowledge, researchers hope, might one day help 
oncologists suspend blood vessel development in a tumour. He is a Senior Clinical 
Lecturer for the Medical Research Council at the Centre for Developmental and 
Biomedical Genetics at the University of Sheffield Medical School, UK. 

 

Helen Kelly is an ALN World Contributing Editor. She divides her time between 
Boston MA and London. Helen welcomes your comments. 
HelenKellyLtd@aol.com 

Anthony James is Animal Facilities Director, Macquarie University, Sydney, 
Australia 
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