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Through the ages, there have been a lot of thoughts on 
animals and the role they play in our lives; 

A great deal was on how they differ from humans and, more 
recently, how we should treat them.

• Animals are at the service of humankind – Greek philosophers

• Only humans can reason and animals lack any kind of 
mental activity – Descartes (1596-1650)

• It is extremely likely that at least some animals do think 
in rudimentary ways and experience pleasure and 
suffering – Dawkins (1998)

• A rat is a pig is a dog is a boy. There’re all animals.  –
Newkirk (1986)



The Debate Intensifies

Book from Peter Singer, 1975

Discusses the ethics of using animals for:
- food
- clothing (fur coats)
- research
- circuses & zoos
- Teaching
- and companion animals

The question was not “Are they like 
humans?” anymore but “Can they feel 
pain?”.



Increase in Public Concerns About Animal Use



McGill’s in 2014:

• Mice 68%
• Fish 14%
• Chickens 10%
• Rats 4%
• Amphibians 3%
• …
• NHP 0.00008%
• Dogs 0%
• Cats 0%

Grant total =144,947

Animal numbers for Canada:



Domestic Animals Used in Canada

CHICKEN

SWINE

DOGS & CATS

CATTLE

RESEARCH

Animals used in research account for a very small proportion of domestic 
animals. The food and companion animal sectors represent almost all.



Animals are Crucial in Biomedical Research

http://aalasfoundation.org/Animal_Roles_Medical_Discoveries.pdf

Almost all Nobel prize winning discoveries in Medicine and 

Physiology involved animals.

http://aalasfoundation.org/Animal_Roles_Medical_Discoveries.pdf


The majority of the general public supports the necessary use of animals 
in research. 

Yet, people are also justifiably concerned about the care and treatment of 
laboratory animals. 

They want assurances that animals are treated humanely, do not suffer, 
and are kept under conditions that allow them to be as healthy and 
comfortable as possible.



General Concept of Animal Welfare: The 5 Freedoms
1. Freedom from hunger and thirst

2. Freedom from discomfort

3. Freedom from pain, injury and disease

4. Freedom to express normal behaviour

5. Freedom from fear and distress

- Replacement: Avoid or replace the use of 
animals wherever possible

- Reduction: Employ strategies that will result in 
fewer animals being used and which are 
consistent with sound experimental design

- Refinement: Modify husbandry or experimental 
procedures to minimize pain and distress

The ‘3Rs’ - Guiding principles for more ethical use of animals 
in research:  (Russell and Burch, 1959)



Resulted in the creation of preventive measures to ensure the 
application of the 3Rs and the 5 Freedoms in the form of laws, 

guidelines, policies, agreements and oversight programs.



At McGill University 

There is a Policy on the Study and Care of 
Animals approved by the Board of 
Governors and Senate, applicable to all 
staff and students 
http://www.mcgill.ca/research/sites/mcgill.ca.research/files/
policy_on_the_study_and_care_of_animals-2011.pdf

Many committees oversee all aspects of 
animal care and use; most important is the 
Facility Animal Care Committee (FACC) 
which approves projects and inspects 
animal facilities and labs every year.

Canadian Council on Animal Care (CCAC, 
www.ccac.ca), the governmental body that 
creates guidelines and policies as well as  
regularly audits institutions.

http://www.mcgill.ca/research/sites/mcgill.ca.research/files/policy_on_the_study_and_care_of_animals-2011.pdf
http://www.mcgill.ca/research/researchers/compliance/animal/
http://www.mcgill.ca/research/researchers/compliance/animal/


• Animal Care Committee must approve everything beforehand.  

• Veterinarians and Animal Health Technicians perform rounds and monitor 
animal welfare.

• Quality Assistant Advisors witness procedures done by researchers and 
students for every projects (also known as post-approval monitoring)

• Everyone takes the theory course 
(http://www.mcgill.ca/research/researchers/compliance/animal/training/theorycourse)  
and practical courses for the species and procedures they will be doing 
(http://www.mcgill.ca/research/researchers/compliance/animal/training#methodology).

• Everyone in the research team has access to the approved Animal Use 
Protocol  (approved description of the project) via an on-line software.

• To standardize and clarify best practices for animal related procedures, a 
large number of approved Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs). 
(http://www.mcgill.ca/research/researchers/compliance/animal/sop) 

http://www.mcgill.ca/research/researchers/compliance/animal/training/theorycourse
http://www.mcgill.ca/research/researchers/compliance/animal/training#methodology
http://www.mcgill.ca/research/researchers/compliance/animal/sop


The Community Representative

Quorum of every Animal Care Committee 
must include a community representative.

A person without any affiliation to the 
institution/institute (not staff, not 
student, not paid by the institution).

Represents the general public and can 
voice concerns without any conflict of 
interest.

There are Community Representatives at every level: on CCAC 
assessment panels (Federal), Animal Care Committees and 
Subcommittees (Institutional) and they are full members. 



Environmental Enrichment

To satisfy the social and behavioural needs of 
animals, it is mandatory to include environmental 
enrichment.  This includes being housed with 
others of the same species, toys, igloos, novel food 
and being let outside to run for a while when 
applicable.

It will also help prevent behavioural problems that 
may affect the result of the research project.



Should we base our selection of animal species used in research 
on cuteness or domestication or how similar they are to us? 

- Ethical Question #1 -



For many people, speciesism comes 
into play. Should it? 

Which species should be used in research? Most 
people would agree to insects and slugs, fewer 
would for invertebrates (shrimps, crayfish), much 
less for mammals (rabbits, gerbils), even fewer 
for non-human primates (monkeys). 

Is it a case of ‘the more they look like us’ 
(monkeys) or ‘spend time with us’ (dog), the 
more we care? Is it acceptable to care less about 
those different from us? Does pain and distress 
not matter for predators or less cuddly species 
(sharks, hyenas and snakes)?

And is it more acceptable if it is a species we eat 
(chicken, beef and pigs)? 



Historically, mice & rats are the most used in research. Since they were 
considered vermin, the general public didn’t care about them and they are easy 
to maintain and plentiful. Rats and mice remain preferred species but are 
treated more humanely now. A great deal of information was gathered through 
the years and this has become very valuable. 

A researcher will choose mice unless there is a better model for his research. If 
he is studying a body part or physiological process that is most similar to humans 
in another species, then it makes more sense to use that one. Non-human 
primates (monkeys) for example can play video games that will display mental 
capacity so that researchers can study Alzheimer's Disease to determine the 
cause(s) and be able to think how best to treat those afflicted with it. 

We follow policies and guidelines of the Canadian Council on Animal Care 
(CCAC) and it requires oversight for all vertebrates (mammals & fish) as well as 
higher cephalopods (octopus and squids) but work with insects, slugs and eggs 
do not need approval by the Animal Care Committee.

Current Status:



What of the potential benefits? 

If the research benefits only a small number of people (research 
for a rare disease for example), should it still be done? 

Should we just concentrate on cancer and cardiovascular 
diseases because most people will suffer from these? 

- Ethical Question #2 -



The assessment for the scientific merit of a project is performed by 
the agency funding the project. 

Almost all research projects funds come from agencies and not from 
McGill. There are many proposals submitted by investigators asking 
for funding for their proposed research project. 

Only a small number of applications are chosen and funded. The 
agencies evaluate the potential benefits to humans and/or animals. 
Only the ones with an excellent chance of a favorable outcome 
receive funding.  

Most funding from NSERC  & CIHR, Canadian Governmental Agencies.

Current Status:



What level of pain and distress is permissible? 

Simple things such as weighing and measuring is fine with 
most people but what if the research is about finding cures to 
chronic pain diseases where the animal needs to feel some 
pain in order to measure pain relief effectiveness in 
treatments? 

- Ethical Question #3 -



A to D Categories of Invasiveness are permissible at McGill:

Non invasive: observation of animals without disruption to them or their environment 
- such as bird watching – no need for approval by the committee;

A Category of invasiveness: most invertebrates or live isolates - such as using crayfish, 
insects, tissue culture, eggs – no need for approval by the committee;

B: little or no discomfort or stress – such as maintaining domestic herds, blood 
sampling, injections – requires approval;

C: Experiments which cause minor stress or pain of short duration – such as minor 
surgical procedure under anesthesia, exposure to some chemicals or drugs, short 
period of food deprivation, capture of wild animals – requires approval;

D: Experiments which cause moderate to severe distress or discomfort – such as major 
survival surgery under anesthesia, prolong period of restraint, predator-prey 
interactions, pain tests – requires approval;

E: Procedures which cause severe pain near, at, or above the pain tolerance threshold 
of non-anesthetized conscious animals – not allowed at McGill.

Current Status – Definition of Categories of Invasiveness:



The CCAC organizes workshops, performs surveys and consults at 
large with various experts to discuss and agree on emerging matters 
related to research, teaching and testing of animals. After 
consultation, it will issue guidelines, policies or recommendations. 

At one workshop a few years ago, participants agreed that when 
faced with the choice, it is better to have more animals undergoing 
procedures with lower invasiveness than to have fewer animals 
undergoing higher invasiveness.

Current Status - Better more animals than more pain



Prior to involving animals, the researcher must submit an application 
to the Animal Care Committee. If live animals can be replaced by 
other means, project approval will not be given.

Committee members will be recommending changes that seek to 
reduce the category of invasiveness as much as possible. Only then, 
will it get approved and project can start.

Veterinarians, Researchers and Animal Facility Staff are members of 
the committee and instrumental in ensuring animal welfare.

D level of invasiveness is reviewed by an additional committee, 
Animal Ethics, whose Chair is an Ethicist and has many 
representatives of the general public as members.

Instead of pain, sensitivity is used for pain research.

Current Status - Review of proposed research projects:



Some say that animals are too different from humans so they 
should not be used in biomedical research.

Should use in-vitro and computer models instead.

- Ethical Question #4 -



• Although in-vitro and computer simulations can be very useful at the 
initial phase of biomedical research, an entire organism is necessary at 
one point. In-vitro will not give information about how other organs 
and physiological processes will respond. Computer simulations require 
significant knowledge on the studied matter, it must be programmed. A 
lot of research is for general knowledge and not a treatment.

• Mice and men are very similar genetically: 75% of mouse genes have 
equivalents in humans, 90% of the mouse genome could be lined up 
with a region on the human genome, 99% of mouse genes turn out to 
have analogues in humans. 0% for in vitro and computer simulation. 

• Always is a lot of variability: Even among humans, there are great 
differences between races, sexes, ages, diets and even hair colors.

Current Status:



- Ethical Question #5 -

Against animal research?

Can you avoid:

- Seeking medical treatment, 
go to hospitals and clinics? 

- Consuming safe foods? 

- Using safe products? 

- Taking your pet to the Vet?

- Finding out what can 
adversely affect the 
environment?



Current Status:

• No one is ‘for’ using animals but most people accept the cost of humane 
responsible use of animals if the potential benefits for human and/or 
animal are significant.

• We can decline medical treatment but, by law, testing of biomedical 
treatments on animals is mandatory prior to its use on humans.

• Alternatives however are replacing live animals more and more. Teaching 
projects for example, have mostly been replaced by simulation centres, 
mannequins and audio-visuals. 

• Governmental and commercial organizations ask for research on 
refinement in husbandry practices of farm animals, lake and river 
management, food inspection procedures, etc…

Suggest being ‘against’ animal use and work hard at finding alternatives. It  
will take some time so keep treating animals with the respect they deserve.



Examples of Committee decisions

• When it became known that some euthanized mice from research 
projects were refrigerated so that they could be brought to a zoo to feed 
reptiles, this was discontinued. Genetically modified mice are used a lot in 
research. There were no welfare issues with the dead mice being fed to 
other animals but there can be a sense in the general population that 
‘mutant’ mice are dangerous. Note that the law does not allow releasing 
live genetically modified animals in the ‘wild’.

• On research applications, there is a questions about why the species 
was chosen. Cost is never accepted as being a valid reply. Only the 
suitability of that species such as the use of the standard species 
(mice) or the fact that it is that species being studied can constitute 
valid justifications. 

• A few pigs were cloned a while back. Although there was no 
danger associated with the pigs, they were clearly ear-
tagged to alert that they could not be sent to slaughter for 
human consumption. Members of the general public may 
think that cloned animals are dangerous to eat.



Questions?

More information on the University Animal Care Committee page:
http://www.mcgill.ca/research/researchers/compliance/animal

http://www.mcgill.ca/research/researchers/compliance/animal

