NATIONAL BIOETHICS COMMISSION
RECOMMENDATION

ON THE TREATMENT OF EXPERIMENTAL ANIMALS IN RESEARCH

The National Bioethics Commission met upon invitation by the President thereof on
28.11.03, 12.12.03, 16.01.04 and 05.03.04, in order to consider the ethical and social
issues within its jurisdiction which arise from the treatment of experimental animals in
research.

The Commission acknowledges that the use of experimental animals is necessary for
scientific research, fundamental and applied. It points out, however, that apart from
meeting scientific suitability criteria, this practice has to be justified also from an ethical-
social point of view.

The Commission underlines that, historically, the protection extended to experimental
animals has always depended on the prevailing social perceptions with regard to their
moral status. It recognizes, however, that the dynamics of moral perceptions, although
not identical to, is significantly influenced by the amount of our scientific knowledge in
the physiology, neurology and ethology of animal species as well as by the expected
benefits of academic research for humans, especially in the area of health.

These facts are reflected on applicable law. The question is adequately settled in domestic
law in accordance with the directions of international and EU law. Thus, Greece ratified
the Convention of the Council of Europe “for the protection of vertebrate animals used for
excperimental and other scientific purposes” (1986) by Act 2015/1992, on the one hand, and
transposed Directive 86/609/EEC which contains identical provisions by p.d. 160/1991.
The latter specifies which persons are entitled to apply for experiments on vertebrate
animals and determines the responsible control authorities under the Ministry for
Agriculture. Besides, Directive 98/44/EC (p.d. 321/2001) on biotechnology patents
which disapproves of transgenic animals that are likely to suffer due to their genetic
peculiarity and, in extension, of such animals being produced for research purposes, is
also applicable in our country.

The starting point for the present report was the Commission’s participation in a related

research carried out by the Nuffield Council on Bioethics.



A. General positions
1. The moral status of animals

The Commission finds that modern civilization assigns a certain moral significance to
animals and accepts a degree of responsibility and certain duties in their regard. The
Commission considers that this position greatly reflects considerations about the
existence of vital affinities and similarities between humans and animals. It stresses that
this attitude can be understood and partly explained by existing similarities on the level of
neurophysiological or/and cerebral functions between humans and other animal species.
Besides, certain biological facts such as the neurophysiological development of organisms
take on a particular significance in the moral assessment of animals, notably, in
determining human responsibilities and duties in their regard. The above considerations,
however, do not spread so far as to recognize the condition of moral “subjects” to

animals, as is the case with human beings.

2. General principles of ethics: the use of excperimental animals in scientific research

In principle, the Commission considers the use of animals for research purposes to be
justified since it does not ascribe the status of moral subjects to them. However, the
acknowledgment of a certain moral significance to animals calls for a number of
restrictions and a particular kind of treatment in research. In this context, the
Commission considers that all animals require humane treatment and finds any
unnecessary loss or distress unacceptable.

The Commission does not take as self-evident that research where animals are used and
which is accompanied by the risk of loss or distress is always necessary to collect sound
scientific information.

Therefore, it strongly endorses the three principles of experimentation with animals as
laid down in the codes of ethics of researchers and in international instruments, i.e. the
principles of Replacement, Reduction and Refinement.

According to the principle of Replacement research is to be avoided if there are
alternatives to the use of animals to obtain the desired information. According to the
principle of Reduction, if the research cannot be avoided, it should be conducted with

the minimum number of animals required for scientific reliability. Finally, the principle of



Refinement requires that research be conducted in a way that relieves or reduces pain

and distress for the animals involved.

3. Requirements of experimentation on vertebrate animals

The Commission concurs with the idea that, the highest the intellectual classification of a
species, the more rigorous the limits of experimentation. Consequently, special treatment
should be reserved to vertebrates, particular to those, like birds and mammals, that are
known to have abilities of problem-solving. Besides, the use of anthropoid apes can only
be justified in exceptional circumstances since all relevant evidence shows they possess a
degree of self-consciousness like humans. The Commission points out that the benefits
anticipated from any research activity should be considered separately for each case, on
the one hand, and be pondered as being more important than the “instrumentation” of

the animals to be used as beings endowed with a certain moral value.

4. Genetically modified animals

The Commission recognizes that the issue of genetically modified animals is particularly
poignant because the possibility of applying the above principles in the design of the
experiment, in particular the principle of reducing the number of animals involved in the
experiment and the principle of refining experimental methods, is limited. The reasons
with regard to the principle of reduction is that a big number of animals is needed to
obtain a single genetically modified organism able to transmit the desirable property to its
offspring and with regard to the principle of refinement, that genetic modification
requires very invading procedures and, consequently, by its nature, causes increased
distress and suffering to the animal.

Aside from their creation, the Commission believes that the use of genetically modified
experimental animals does not differ substantially from the use of non genetically

modified experimental animals.



B. Special recommendations

1. Training

The Commission believes that the responsible education and research agencies should
step up efforts to spread ethical principles in experiments with animals. In particular, the
Commission takes the view that it is necessary to integrate the basic experimentation
principles in the curricula of higher education institutions of biology. According to the
Commission’s opinion, the basic legal instruments on the treatment of experimental
animals should be integrated in the curricula of biology and biology-oriented faculties
such as Veterinary Medicine, Animal Production in Agronomy, etc. given that animal
care extends from their transportation and quality control of their certificates to their
accommodation and monitoring in all stages of the management in any establishment

for experimental animals.

2. Control mechanisms

The Commission confirms the need for effective mechanisms to control establishments
with experimental animals or experimentation facilities. Apart from the enforcement of
existing legislation, it suggests that the state, in collaboration with the relevant research
agencies, considers the possibility to adopt a system for the accreditation of researchers
and the approval of establishments in accordance with international standards. The
Commission believes that this measure will contribute to ensuring the proper treatment

of animals, the protection of workers and the reliability of research results.



