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CONFIDENTIAL 
2015 Non-Technical Summaries: Points of Concern 

 
It is essential that the public are granted access to impartial information about animal research; an 
issue that causes considerable concern. The non-technical summaries (NTSs) should be one of the 
routes to achieving this; Recital 41 of Directive 2010/63/EU states that “To ensure that the public is 
informed, it is important that objective information concerning projects using live animals is made 
publically available”.  
 
As a compulsory part of the project authorisation process set out in ASPA, the submitted NTS must 
be satisfactory as outlined in the Guidance. Section 5A, 2(a) outlines how a summary is a document 
which “describes the proposed programme of work and states the objectives of the programme, the 
predicted harm and benefits of the programme and the number and types of animal to be used in 
the programme” as well as demonstrating compliance with the 3Rs. Even on these basic 
requirements, we found a large portion of a sample of the NTSs to be lacking. 
 
The National Anti-Vivisection Society has found multiple failings in the 2015 NTSs on issues of 
transparency, harm-benefit assessment, quality of information and scientific rationale. We sampled 
projects from the categories of: higher education or training (Volume 2); regulatory use (Volume 3); 
maintenance of colonies (Volume 4); human infectious disease (Volume 8); nervous system and 
mental disorders (Volume 14); nervous system projects (Volume 19); ethology / animal behaviour 
(Volume 28); basic research (Volume 29); and regulatory toxicology (Volume 32). 
 
Within each of these categories we found evidence of: 
 
- Vague project descriptions that do not fully advise the public on the precise nature of the 

research and the procedures involved, i.e. explain what happens to the animals, and written in 
plain language 

- Subjective rationale underlying the basis of the research, including  sweeping and unfounded 
statements about the potential benefits  

- Quality of logic provided for choosing number and type of species was extremely variable and 
sometimes not scientifically justified 

- Apparently poor knowledge of and/or implementation of replacement methods  
- Some instances where compulsory information was missing 
 
In the tables below we have identified common failings found within the 2015 publications. We have 
separated our concerns into two tables that address (1) the content in terms of clarity and wording 
of the project summaries, and (2) what they appear to reveal about implicit attitudes towards animal 
use. Where relevant, particular project summaries have been highlighted as examples of better 
practice, in terms of the purpose NTSs.   
 
Whilst we remain aware that the NTSs do not provide the full information available to Home Office 
inspectors during project licence assessment, they do give us an insight into how researchers view 
their own work, the importance they place on transparency and, how they consider different aspects 
of animal research. From the perspective of an animal protection group, we offer suggestions on the 
implications of the concerns which we raise.  
 
Please note that tables contain only examples from a sample of the 2015 volumes and are not an 
exhaustive list of the failings we observed within each category.  
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Table 1: Points of concern regarding content in terms of clarity and wording 
 

Concern Example of poor practice Resolution - to ensure the public is better informed 

Lack of clarity about the 
procedures carried out on 
animals; information which 
is vital for the public to gain 
a real understanding of what 
happens to animals in 
laboratories.  

Examples include: 
- Volume 3, Project 2 
- Volume 3, Project 3 
- Volume 3, Project 6 
- Volume 14, Project 20 
- Volume 19, Project 12. 
 
The majority of projects within Volume 8 were generally 
vague in reporting how disease/infection was administered 
to the animals, therefore restricting information on the 
individual animal’s experience.  
 
Similarly, projects within Volume 28 frequently stated that 
stress would be induced in the animal but did not state 
exactly how or for how long.  

A description is needed to explain how the animals are kept 
and the procedures that they undergo; this must be 
presented in plain language for the public to gain a clear 
understanding of what the animals go through.  For example, 
if animals are dosed, via which route? And what does this 
involve? If animals undergo surgery, what does this involve?   

 
Volume 19, Project 4 represents a more adequate example 
of the type of information we should expect to find: “During 
our 2-4 hour surgeries, we will typically make very small 
windows in the skull to gain access to the brain, implant tiny 
screws and probes, then seal everything with dental 
cement”; and they state the severity levels at different 
stages of the project. 
 
The majority of other NTSs do not have this type of 
information about the animal’s experience, however, even in 
this instance, the use of words like “very small” and “tiny” 
are subjective, so the actual measurements would be better 
to give a transparent description.   

Severity levels are not 
always stated directly or in 
unclear terminology is used. 

The majority of projects within Volume 8 and Volume 29 
were generally vague in reporting severity and summaries 
within Volume 28 did not tend to discuss severity.  
 
Volume 8, Project 4 uses unclear terminology stating 
“Trypanosome infection is classified as a moderately severe 
procedure”.  
 
Volume 14, Project 6 does not provide severity information 
to the public stating that “expected adverse effects for each 
protocol will be different and thus, described with 

To increase clarity for the reader and allow ease of search, 
the use of a tick box system would be valuable (as per the 
Purpose of the Project section of the NTS form), possibly for 
each protocol described; users should indicate the highest 
level of severity expected for any one animal in the project – 
as is the current system for recording severity. 
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Concern Example of poor practice Resolution - to ensure the public is better informed 

protocols”, which are not publically available.  
 
Volume 14, Project 11 states that some animals in the study 
will have electrode implants, but there is no mention of 
severity apart from that the procedure can be “painful and 
cause suffering” and they state that they will “use painkillers 
whenever possible”, which leaves room for suffering. 

Choice of species: “validated 
methods”. 
 
Claims about the choice of 
species used being well 
validated.  

Volume 3, Project 17 states “These models have been 
validated extensively, and have provided much knowledge to 
date”. However, being a method which is carried out for 
regulatory testing does not qualify the method as being 
validated extensively.  Numerous systematic reviews of 
animal use in safety testing have indicated that the 
knowledge provided by such models is not a reliable 
indicator of human responses. 

Animal tests for regulatory requirements have never 
undergone the extensive, formal validation that the non-
animal methods must now do. As such, ignoring evidence 
from systematic reviews (e.g., most recently, Bridgwood 
Green, 2015) and making simplistic claims directly misleads 
the public and should not be permitted.  

Species not identified. Volume 28, Project 7 simply states that they plan to use an 
“Avian species”. 

Researchers should be required to specify the species used 
for transparency and clarity.  

Statements of benefits are 
written subjectively. 
 
Justifications are made with 
no palpable evidence for 
proposed benefits, or 
overstated claims of the 
indirect and long term 
benefits of the research are 
made. There are also 
simplified claims which do 
not address limitations of 
techniques, such as species 
differences.  
 

Volume 3, Project 11 states “without these studies, 
progression of new medicine to early human studies and to 
patients could not occur safely”. Drug trial disasters and 
adverse drug reactions demonstrate that reality is not this 
clear cut and such studies do not guarantee safe patient 
trials or drugs. 
 
Volume 14, Project 12 states “if we are successful in 
developing a new therapy for stroke, this could have huge 
benefits for humankind”. 
 
Volume 14 Project 23 states “in the long term this project 
will benefit patients with neurological disease and so society 
in general”.   
 
Volume 32 Project 1 states “Ultimately, this project will help 

Considering that the non-technical summaries are the only 
information the public can access on the project 
authorisation procedure, the information presented is 
disingenuous. Inspectors should recognise such instances 
and seek rectification for project applicants. 
 
The ASRU guidelines state that “the indirect and long term 
benefits are sometimes overstated by the applicant” and 
that the harm-benefit assessment should not include “non-
specific benefits of the area of research in general”. 

http://bmcmedethics.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12910-015-0043-7
http://bmcmedethics.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12910-015-0043-7
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Concern Example of poor practice Resolution - to ensure the public is better informed 

improve the quality and effectiveness of new drugs... Our 
project will provide appropriate models in which to further 
our knowledge of these human diseases, and will help to 
develop better medicines that reach patients more quickly.”  
 
The certainty with which these statements are made, before 
any results have been obtained, is unscientific and directly 
misleading for the public.  

Lack of clarity on re-use. Volume 14, Project 20 is unclear about what actually 
happens to the animals or how many times they are used 
(which is important for the public to know) but states that 
“Techniques have been developed that allow us to study the 
animal while awake and so we can conduct repeated tests in 
the same animal rather than using lots of groups”. 

The individual experiences of each animal at each use in a 
procedure are important for the public to know, as it can 
have impact upon perceived severity and harm-benefit 
assessment. Volume 29, Project 8 states that each animal will 
be used 15 times so gives a clear indication of the extent of 
re-use; however, this still does not address why the use of 
animals 15 times was justified.  

Justification for not using 
replacements is poor. Many 
NTSs do not outline if they 
researched other ways of 
studying the same question 
and focus only on the idea 
of one-to-one replacement, 
displaying a lack of 
understanding of the nature 
of non-animal methods. 
They also fail to address 
research which is in contrary 
to their claims or give 
justifications despite such 
research.  

Volume 2, Project 1 states that “Replacements such as 
computer simulations cannot entirely replace the use of 
animals to teach students in vivo pharmacological 
knowledge, concepts and skills”. However, systematic review 
of the literature is in contrast to this statement, finding 
alternatives in pharmacology teaching to be equivalent or 
superior to live animal use in terms of learning outcomes.  
 
In Volume 2, Project 3 the researcher states the subjective 
experience of one student as justification for the use of 
training methods. This one claim is in contrast to systematic 
review of the literature on student experience and directly 
misleads the public who may not be familiar with the 
literature.  
 
Volume 4, project 5 states that “This cannot be achieved by 
in vitro methods”. 
 

An example of a more thorough search for a non-animal 
method is demonstrated in Volume 14, Project 16. They state 
the sources they have used to try and identify suitable 
alternative models.  All NTSs should also note what the 
possible replacements could be and why they have been 
assessed to be unsuitable. This should include citing relevant 
research which claims the opposite and why their research is 
considered an exception. 
 
The use of animals is higher education and training is 
unnecessary: in the USA and Canada there are no medical 
schools that use live animals for medical training purposes.  

http://altweb.jhsph.edu/wc6/paper213.pdf
http://hub.jhu.edu/2016/05/19/hopkins-medicine-live-animals-training/
http://hub.jhu.edu/2016/05/19/hopkins-medicine-live-animals-training/
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Concern Example of poor practice Resolution - to ensure the public is better informed 

Volumen 19, project 29 says that “lower vertebrates (fish) or 
invertebrates (flies, worms) are unsuitable”. 

Confusion and lack of clarity 
about the 3Rs, particularly 
replacement. 

For example, Volume 32, Project 1 states in the 
“replacement” sections “In addition, computer modelling of 
properties governing uptake and effects will be undertaken, 
thus potentially replacing the use of some animals.” This is 
not a replacement but a reduction and demonstrates a lack 
of knowledge about what the 3Rs mean. 

The inspectorate must identify such instances, seek that the 
applicant rectifies them and ensures that the license 
applicant has a full understanding of the 3Rs. 

Missing sections on 3Rs. Volume 14 Project 21 has its 3Rs section of form missing.  The applicant and inspectorate must ensure that all parts of 
the NTS are present and complete before granting the 
licence and publishing the summary. 
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Table 2: Points of concern regarding implicit attitudes towards animal use 
 

Concern Example of poor practice Implications 

Choice of species: sentience. 
 
Phrase about animals of 
“lower sentience” or 
“evolutionarily lower”, 
among other descriptions, 
are used for justification of 
choice of species.  

Examples include: 
- Volume 14, Project 6 
- Volume 14, Project 7 
- Volume 14, Project 13 
- Volume 19, Project 2  
- Volume 29, Project 4. 

The phrase used in ASPA is “lowest capacity to experience 
pain, suffering, distress and lasting harm”. However, it is 
unclear what the scientific evidence is for claiming that 
certain species fall into such categories, and how these 
claims assessed project by project?  
 
Knowledge about animal sentience and capacity to suffer 
pain and distress has grown even more in recent years; 
guidance should be current, reflecting scientific 
developments in this area.  
 
It must be ensured that long held assumptions about the 
capacity to suffer in certain species, especially smaller ones 
such as rodents, are not accepted without question and 
without scientific justification in project applications. For 
example, Professor John Webster of Bristol University 
concludes “The capacity to suffer from fear is governed more 
by sentience than cognitive ability, so it cannot be assumed 
that rodents or farm animals suffer less than dogs or 
primates. I suggest that it is unethical to base the choice of 
species for animal experimentation simply on the basis that 
it will cause less distress within society”. (Emphasis added) 

Choice of species: 
convenience. 
 
Justification given for the 
choice of species includes 
unscientific descriptions, for 
example, stating the 
convenience of rodent use 
over other animals in terms 

Volume 19, Project 20 states that “most published studies in 
our field have been conducted in this species”. The use of a 
particular species by other researchers is not a scientific 
justification for its continued use. 
 
Volume 19, Project 29 states that mice and rats were chosen 
because they “are less expensive, easier to handle, breed 
easily and have a short gestation”. 

Only scientific justifications should be proposed for the 
choice of species used, not based on previous use by other 
researchers or convenience.  

http://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/4/4/729/animals-04-00729.pdf
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Concern Example of poor practice Implications 

of size and expense. 

Choice of species: similarity 
to humans. 
 
Disparity exists between the 
justifications for the use of 
different species. 
Statements are used by 
different researchers that 
suggest an animal is both 
similar enough to humans 
for results to be relevant but 
different enough to justify 
the harm caused, 
representing poor logic, 
lacking an empirical basis. 
 

Volume 14, Project 1 states that “Mice and rats also have a 
nervous system that is similar to that of a human compared 
to other model organisms such as fruit flies, fish or worms”; 
and Volume 19, Project 2 states that “The anatomy of rodent 
brains is comparable to human”. 

 
However, other project summaries will justify their choice of 
species using a contrasting argument: for example, Volume 
19, Project 21 states “Other mammals such as rodents do not 
have the highly developed brain structures of interest (e.g. 
frontal cortex and connected structures), do not permit 
sufficiently precise distinctions between reward, decision 
making and movements to allow identification of reward and 
decision neurons, and do not permit the required focused 
behaviour extending over a few hours”. 

The National Anti-Vivisection Society’s position on the use of 
animals reflecting poor models for human conditions 
because of species differences is highlighted in this concern, 
with apparent inconsistency among researchers depending 
on the information they wish to convey to justify their 
project needs.  

Variation in the justification 
for the number of animals 
planned to be used 

Volume 19, Project 29 simply states that the numbers will be 
dependent upon funding and drug availability. 

Some projects have mentioned the use of statistical 
modelling to identify the number of animals required, 
representing a better example of good practice. 

 


