
A perspective on the UK Government 
strategy to replace animals in science

1. Executive summary
The UK Veterinary Schools Council (VSC) welcomes the UK Government’s ‘Replacing 
Animals in Science’ strategy1 and supports its commitment to animal welfare and ambition 
for the UK to become a global leader in alternative methods.  

The UK is a global leader in animal health research, built upon robust legislation. Veterinary 
surgeons have played a central role in shaping, implementing and upholding the UK’s 
internationally respected legal framework governing the use of animals in research, leading 
and contributing to research conducted to rigorous ethical and animal welfare standards.

UK veterinary schools play an important role in advocacy for animal health and welfare, 
generation of veterinary-trained clinicians, educators and scientists, and in supporting 
fundamental, applied, and translational research. We have a longstanding commitment to 
the principles of the 3Rs - Replacement, Reduction and Refinement of animals in research - 
and recognise the importance of developing, validating, and adopting non-animal alternative 
models. 

Research on animals is not undertaken solely to advance human health but involves a 
broader and more diverse range of activities than is often captured within policy discussions 
of “animals in science”. This includes studies on livestock, companion animal, and wildlife 
species for the direct benefit of animals themselves, and for wider societal benefit through 
improvements in animal welfare, food security, environmental sustainability, and public and 
ecosystem health. 

Veterinary expertise is fundamental to livestock health, food security and the resilience 
of UK food systems. Through research, the profession contributes an estimated £258.3 
million in gross value added (GVA) to the UK economy and supports 5,325 jobs2, despite 
proportionately lower levels of research investment than comparable biomedical disciplines. 
A restricted interpretation of “animals in science”, coupled with a strong policy emphasis on 
rapid replacement without validated alternatives, risks further reducing funding availability 
and undermining UK research capacity. This could lead to loss of expertise, training 

1	 UK Government (2023). Replacing animals in science: a strategy to support the development, valida-
tion and uptake of alternative methods. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/replacing-ani-
mals-in-science-strategy
2	 Veterinary Policy Research Foundation (2026) The Veterinary Industry Project. Available at: https://
www.vprf.co.uk/the-veterinary-industry-project
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opportunities and infrastructure — particularly in relation to animal models within veterinary-
led research facilities — with consequent impacts on animal health, scientific innovation and 
economic contribution.

Many non-animal technologies do not yet have sufficient scientific readiness to replace 
animal use across all areas of research3. Careful implementation of the strategy is therefore 
essential to ensure that efforts to replace animal use in science do not unintentionally impact 
on animal health and welfare, or constrain the UK’s capacity for high-quality animal research 
for the benefit of animals, people and the environment.

2. Context and purpose
The UK Government’s ‘Replacing Animals in Science’ strategy sets out a clear mission 
towards its long-term vision for “a world where the use of animals in science is eliminated 
in all but exceptional circumstances”. However, framing all research involving animals 
as inherently harmful is inaccurate and fails to recognise substantial areas of research 
conducted for animal benefit.

This position statement has been developed to articulate the perspective of the VSC. Our 
purpose is to:

•	 Support the principles and intent of the strategy

•	 Highlight considerations around the value of research focused on animal benefit, as well 
as people

•	 Inform proportionate implementation of this strategy by government, regulators, and 
research funders

3. What do we mean by “Animals in Science”?
Policy discussions around animals in science are often implicitly framed around experimental 
animal use for biomedical research, particularly where outcomes are directed primarily 
towards human health. However, this is a narrow definition that represents only one part of 
the broader research landscape. 

Animal involvement in science also includes:

•	 Observational and interventional studies in livestock, companion animal, and wildlife 
populations conducted in real-world (non-controlled) settings investigating endemic 
diseases, welfare challenges, management practices, and prevention strategies on 
outcomes for animals and / or people (human-animal interactions);

•	 Research involving veterinary patients (privately owned and / or kept animals), 
undertaken under professional, ethical, and regulatory frameworks4 within the Veterinary 

3	 Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology (2026). Replacing animals in scientific research 
(POSTnote 756) available at https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/POST-PN-0756/POST-
PN-0756.pdf
4	 Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons (2024). Routine veterinary practice and clinical veterinary 
research. https://www.rcvs.org.uk/veterinary-professionals/conduct-and-guidance/supporting-guidance/25-rou-
tine-veterinary-practice-and-clinical-veterinary-research
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Surgeons Act (1966) to inform evidence-based veterinary medicine decision-making 
through generation of primary and secondary evidence including long-term evaluation of 
safety and efficacy of therapeutic (pharmacological) and non-therapeutic interventions;

•	 Experimental and controlled animal studies, including the use of avian and large 
animal models (e.g. cattle, pigs, sheep), to obtain vital information on biology, safety, 
and efficacy of vaccines and therapeutics for the benefit of these species, or for human 
health, and which cannot be performed using alternative approaches. The UK is a 
world leader in tackling infectious diseases of livestock and engineering farmed animal 
genomes for useful purposes and this strategy should not undermine this position.

Such research delivers direct benefit to animal populations, alongside indirect benefits to 
people, industry, ecosystems, and wider society. 

4. Areas of strong alignment
We strongly agree with the strategy in:

4.1 Commitment to Animal Welfare and the 3Rs
Research involving animals is underpinned by a core professional and ethical 
commitment within the veterinary profession to protect and promote animal welfare. 
The 3Rs are already embedded within animal health research design, ethical review, 
and regulatory oversight, including the refinement of procedures, reduction in animal 
use through improved study design, and the adoption of non-animal alternatives where 
appropriate.

4.2 Support for Alternative and Non-Animal Models
The VSC supports the strategy of enhanced investment in the development, validation, 
and uptake of non-animal, alternative models. Veterinary-trained researchers add value 
and insight into this work. These approaches have the potential to improve research 
efficiency, reduce animal use, and drive increased UK research expertise, leadership 
and scientific activity across many areas.

Current investment has prioritised non-animal approaches for the development of human 
medicines5. Extending dedicated and substantial funding to support the development 
and validation of non-animal alternatives for farmed and companion animal species 
would provide significant opportunity to accelerate sustainable reduction in use of 
animals in research across all sectors, and to advance animal health research. 

5	 UK Research and Innovation (2025). Ambitious new UK project to transform human disease 
modelling. https://www.ukri.org/news/ambitious-new-uk-project-to-transform-human-disease-modelling/
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5. Key concerns and risks
While supportive of the strategy’s intent, we believe there are risks that need to be 
addressed. These risks are not inevitable, but highlight the importance of careful, inclusive, 
and proportionate implementation.

5.1 Scientific readiness of alternative models
Many non-animal approaches are not yet sufficiently developed or validated to replicate 
complex biological systems. The UK Government recognises that well-justified and 
appropriately designed animal research will be necessary where suitable alternatives do 
not yet exist1. Examples where whole-system biology remains key include understanding 
heritable resistance and resilience beyond testing of vaccines and therapeutics, tackling 
zoonoses in reservoir hosts and production of edited animals with beneficial traits for 
the food system. Continued, proportionate use of complex animal models that more 
effectively replicate human physiology and anatomy is likely to remain important, in the 
near term, and reduce failure of candidate medicines in the transition from surrogate 
cell- or rodent-based models.

5.2 “Exceptional circumstances” and proportionality
While animal use in experimental studies should always be justified and minimised, an 
expectation that animal research should occur only in “exceptional circumstances” may 
not be proportionate when applied to animal health and welfare contexts, particularly 
considering work in target species. Research involving animals may be the only, or the 
most ethical and effective way to improve animal health and welfare and reduce harm at 
scale.

5.3 Narrow framing of benefit
There is potential for science involving animals to be viewed as ethically justifiable only 
when benefits to people are explicit and immediate. This risks undervaluing research 
conducted for the benefit of target animal species themselves, including science-
informed approaches to improve animal health and welfare, and to reduce public-health 
risks. 

6. Principles for implementation
To ensure the strategy delivers its intended benefits, the VSC recommends that 
implementation should:

•	 Maintain proportionality in expectations around replacement of animals in science, 
acknowledging current limitations of non-animal alternatives, including the need for 
underpinning characterisation of biological systems, environmental interactions, and the 
evaluation of multi-organ and long-term effects on safety and efficacy;



•	 Explicitly recognise animal-focused research as a distinct and essential component 
of the research ecosystem, advancing animal health and welfare through scientific 
investigation;

•	 Ensure funding and assessment frameworks explicitly recognise animal benefit, applying 
balanced evaluation of potential welfare impacts against demonstrable improvements 
in animal health and welfare at individual and population levels, alongside human and 
societal outcomes;

•	 Dedicate additional investment for the development and validation of non-animal 
alternative methods for farmed and companion animals, to accelerate and sustain 
reduction in the use of animals in science across all sectors;

•	 Greater inclusion of veterinary expertise in decisions around scientific appropriateness 
and animal welfare impact.

7. Conclusion
We support the UK Government’s ambition to reduce animal use in science, and to drive 
development and uptake of alternative, suitable non-animal models. However, a focus 
limited solely to explicit human benefit risks excluding animals from the advances of scientific 
discovery and improvements in animal health and welfare.

An inclusive, nuanced approach is therefore essential, recognising the diversity of research 
involving animals while maintaining clear commitment to the development and use of 
effective non-animal alternative models. 

The UK should aspire to become global leaders in development of alternative methods whilst 
continuing to lead in the delivery of animal welfare-centred, ethically rigorous science that 
benefits animals, people and the environment.
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