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GeneWatch UK is a small, not-for-profit policy research group which monitors development in genetic technologies from a public interest, environmental protection and animal welfare perspective. We are pleased to have the opportunity to comment on the statistics of scientific procedures on living animals particularly as they relate to genetic modification and cloning.

Question 1. Do you agree with the objectives [of the statistics]? Are there any additional objectives that could be identified?
We agree with the objectives of the statistics given in the consultation paper. We comment on issues concerned with the presentation of statistics relating to GM animals and the severity of experiments later, but we also have concerns about whether the statistics can and do ‘.clearly inform the Government and the public about the purpose of the use of animals…’. We do not think that the statistics give a sense of the actual purpose in any meaningful way. That experiments may have been conducted in a particular field of research, does not convey what is taking place and why in any depth.

However, GeneWatch recognises that it is not possible to achieve this objective with simple statistical tables. Consideration has to be given to making public details about the nature of animal experimentation in a way which complements the statistics and makes them more useful.  The simplest and least bureaucratic way of doing this would be to design the licence application form to include a section giving basic public information about the project. This should include the research objectives, the need for animal experimentation at the level of severity involved, and an explanation of why non-animal or less severe alternatives are not available. This does not need to include personal details of the researchers involved. Without this, whilst the statistics do provide a useful indicator of what is taking place, they are unable to achieve the basic and important objective of communicating the purpose of use.

Question 2. Do you consider that there are any changes in the categories of animals used in maintaining GM lines and in researching into genetic modification that should be counted?

Question 3. Do you consider that the data collected on GM animals needs altering to reflect the concerns set out?

GeneWatch considers that any moves to exclude GM animals from the statistics would be misplaced. This is because, whatever the welfare status of a GM animal once produced, there is a need to record the numbers of animals being kept in laboratories which are the result of this basic assault on their species integrity.  To discount such animals is to normalise the practice of GM in a manner GeneWatch believes is wrong and which is a view we believe the public would share.

However, GeneWatch believes that the proposal made the APC on classification of GM animals would be acceptable but should be supplemented by data on the severity of the use involved (see also below).  Like the APC, GeneWatch also considers that collection of data on the number of animals used in nuclear transfer and cloning experiments would also be informative. It is likely that some, possibly many, animals will be involved in both nuclear transfer and genetic modification experiments and a way of presenting such data would be needed.

Question 4. Should the Home Office collect data on suffering in a different way, and if so how?
As we have argued above, there needs to be data collected and presented on the severity of GM animal experiments conducted under the various categories of research purpose. This is important to be able to see whether GM animals are being subjected to experiments of greater severity than non-GM animals, or not. Therefore, as well as improving this information for all animal experiments, as others have suggested, GeneWatch believes that for the GM animal use data, severity under the various research fields etc should be included. This should be actual severity for the animals involved not that experienced by the ‘average’ animal and agree with the House of Lords’ comments in this respect.  Severity data for animals involved in cloning and nuclear transfer experiments should also be given. The development of system of categorisation which more accurately reflects the animal suffering involved would also be useful.

Question 5. Should data on animals not used in procedures be collected? What would be the regulatory impact of doing so, particularly for those organisations that do not at present provide data for the statistics?
For GM and cloned animals, GeneWatch has already expressed the view that all data should be revealed, regardless of whether the animal is the subject of an actual ‘procedure’.  We would support the extension of collection of such data to non-GM animals as we believe society would wish to be fully informed of the extent of use of animals, even where this does not include an explicit experimental procedure as defined in the Act.

Question 6. Do you consider that there should be more detailed information on different species and types of animals where relevant?
According to the statistics, there were over 13,000 GM fish used in 2002. Were these zebra fish for basic studies, or tilapia/salmon for agricultural production, both or neither of these?  Currently, the statistics leave the mystery unsolved for fish as it is for the 838 GM amphibians.  This illustrates how more detail about the species is also likely to illuminate the purpose of the work more fully.

From an examination of the data, this is a problem in non-GM animal experiments.  In some categories, such as ‘birds’, a considerable number of birds are used which are not chickens, turkeys of quails.  Some further details about the species involved would be informative.

Question 7. Do you perceive that the current method of counting animals and/or counting procedures is a problem? How might it be resolved?
GeneWatch believes that if an animal is subject to a procedure that lasts more than one year, then it should be included in each year’s statistics.  One way of ensuring that an overrepresentation of the number of procedures was not made would be to introduce a category of animals undergoing a procedure started in an earlier year. 

Question 8. Do you have any comments on these and any other aspects of the statistics?
In relation to the collection of prospective and retrospective data on severity, GeneWatch believes that the Home Office should undertake research to determine how well prospective estimates of severity correlate with actual severity.  This would identify the extent to which there may be a difference, whether a problem exists (in terms of underestimation of potential suffering) and if it is justified to collect such information routinely.  Such research could form part of efforts to design better severity scoring measures.

Question 9. Are you satisfied with the presentation of the statistics? How might it be improved?
Our concern about the presentation of the statistics is ease of access to them.  The statistics have to be purchased or the whole document can be downloaded from the internet. The file is enormous (13,598 KB) and, even with an ISDN line, takes over one hour to download.  The Home Office should introduce a searchable data base of these statistics, freely available on the internet. People would then be able to access the tables and data they wanted.

