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Review of the Australian code for the care and use of animals for scientific purposes 
Response by Animal-Free Science Advocacy  
 
Q9. What are the critical issues that should be addressed during the review of the Code? 
 
The review should prioritise reforms that strengthen ethical safeguards, scientific integrity and 
public confidence, particularly where current provisions rely on discretionary or advisory 
language. Critical issues include: 
 

1. Recognition of animal sentience, scope of protected species, and application of the 
precautionary principle: The Code should explicitly recognise animal sentience as 
underpinning the Code’s ethical framework, ensure the scope of protected species 
reflects contemporary evidence (including crustacea), and require precautionary 
assumptions that favour animal protection where uncertainty exists regarding sentience, 
pain perception or welfare impacts. 
 

2. Strengthening independence and leadership: Governance and AEC leadership 
arrangements should reduce conflicts of interest through independent chairpersons, 
independent institutional leadership roles, and safeguards against exclusive institutional 
self-regulation. This should include stronger requirements for independent oversight, 
external review and transparency in approval, monitoring and compliance processes.  

 
3. Improving transparency and accountability: Public reporting of animal use, compliance 

outcomes, AEC activity and restricted procedures should be mandatory rather than 
discretionary. There should also be increased transparency in complaints handling, 
including clearer communication with complainants.  
 

4. Ensuring AEC access to external expertise: AECs must have guaranteed access to 
independent expertise, including specialists in non-animal methods, statistics, species-
specific welfare and primatology. 
 

5. Expanding veterinary authority and oversight: While Category A veterinary membership 
on AECs is mandatory, the Code should be strengthened to require that institutions 
appoint research-experienced veterinarians with independent authority to oversee day-to-
day animal welfare and procedures, rather than limiting their role to consultative or 
committee-based functions. 

  



 

 

 
 

6. Requiring active advancement of Replacement: Institutions should be required not only 
to consider alternatives, but to actively invest in, implement and report on the 
development and uptake of non-animal methods—supported by an expansion of the 
prescribed list of alternatives in the Code.  

 
7. Strengthening documentation of Replacement searches: AEC applications should 

require structured, standardised and auditable documentation demonstrating that non-
animal methods were exhaustively considered. 

 
8. Mandatory pain mitigation during procedures: Pain relief should be required wherever 

pain is likely, particularly where pain susceptibility or severity is uncertain, and it must 
meet or exceed current veterinary and medical standards. 

 
9. Prohibition of high-harm procedures: Procedures causing severe or prolonged suffering 

should be explicitly prohibited, including procedures where cumulative or long-term 
harms are uncertain but potentially severe. High-harm procedures include, but are not 
limited to, nose-only smoke inhalation, the forced swim test, and procedures that 
replicate violent acts (e.g. non-fatal strangulation, non-surgical traumatic brain injury). 
 

10. Restricting and limiting non-human primate use: While the Code requires particular 
justification for the use of non-human primates, this requirement should be strengthened 
by severely limiting AEC approvals, prohibiting breeding, and requiring retirement plans. 
The protections afforded to great apes under the “Principles and guidelines for the care 
and use of non-human primates for scientific purposes” should be extended to all non-
human primate species. This position is detailed in a separate briefing.    

 
11. Rehoming and retirement obligations: While the Code requires that rehoming animals 

be considered, this should be strengthened to make rehoming of dogs and cats, and 
retirement of non-human primates, the default outcome at the conclusion of use, with 
funding planned in advance. Where species cannot be rehomed for biosecurity reasons, 
additional conditions should be imposed to justify project approval.  

 
12. Ending routine use of animals in teaching: Except in narrowly defined circumstances 

(e.g. accredited veterinary training), the routine use of animals in education should be 
prohibited where validated alternatives exist. 

 
 
  



 

 

 
 

10. Are there any critical gaps in the guidance provided in the Code? 
 
The critical gaps in the Code are primarily structural and operational, and help explain why the 
issues identified above persist despite the Code’s stated principles. 
 
Critical gaps include: 

 A lack of unconditional, enforceable standards for Replacement advancement, 
veterinary oversight, pain mitigation and rehoming. 

 Insufficient guidance on documenting and assessing Replacement searches, leading 
to superficial or inconsistent consideration of alternatives. 

 The absence of clear prohibitions on high-harm procedures and ethically unacceptable 
research. 

 Inadequate guidance on independence and conflicts of interest in institutional 
governance and AEC leadership. 

 Limited direction on transparency, particularly regarding public reporting of animal use 
data, compliance outcomes and restricted tests. 

 Insufficient species-specific guidance, especially for non-human primates and other 
highly sentient animals. 
 

11. What approaches used in the Code work well? 
 
Positive elements that should be retained and strengthened include: 

 The principles-based framework, which allows ethical decision-making to be grounded 
in harm–benefit analysis. 

 The Animal Ethics Committee model, which enables multidisciplinary review and 
community representation, noting that reform is needed to strengthen AEC rigour and 
independence. 

 Requirements for monitoring, reporting and review, which provide a basis for 
accountability when properly implemented. 

 Flexibility to accommodate different research contexts, provided this flexibility is 
accompanied by clear minimum standards. 

 
 
  



 

 

 
 

12. What approaches used in the Code do NOT work well? 
 
The continued reliance on the traditional 3Rs framework has not resulted in a significant or 
consistent reduction in animal use and does not adequately challenge the moral permissibility of 
animal experimentation. To apply the 3Rs more effectively in a contemporary context, the 
framework should be reviewed and expanded. 
 
Suggested additions include: 

 Rehoming – ensuring animals are rehomed after their use in research. 
 Rehabilitation – ensuring animals have opportunities for rehabilitation following research 

use. 
 Reproducibility – ensuring proposed methods are repeatable and yield consistent results. 
 Relevance – ensuring methods are evaluated for their relevance to human health and 

biology, rather than treating animal models as the default. 
 
Other key weaknesses include: 

 Loopholes created by discretionary language ('should', 'where appropriate', 'consider'), 
which allow inconsistent interpretation and weak enforcement. 

 Over-reliance on institutional self-regulation, which risks undermining independence 
and public confidence. 

 Inconsistent application of Replacement, with Refinement often emphasised at the 
expense of preventing animal use. 

 Lack of mandatory transparency, limiting community oversight of publicly funded animal 
research. 

 Insufficient scrutiny of high-risk research, including non-human primate use, 
xenotransplantation and severe procedures. 

 A lack of proportionality in ethical scrutiny, with insufficient escalation where welfare 
risks are high. 

 Inadequate mechanisms to address repeat non-compliance, reducing deterrence and 
accountability. 
 

 
  



 

 

 
 

13. Are there any other comments that you would like to make? 
 
The Code plays a critical role in maintaining public trust in Australia’s research system. To remain 
credible and future-focused, it must reflect contemporary scientific capabilities, ethical 
standards and community expectations. Strengthening mandatory requirements, prioritising 
Replacement, and improving transparency and independence would better align the Code with 
international best practice and support a responsible transition toward animal-free science 
where possible. 
 
Animal-Free Science Advocacy (AFSA) notes that several supporting mechanisms may sit outside 
the formal Code review process but are fundamental to its effective implementation. These 
include funding for the development and validation of non-animal methods, nationally consistent 
training for AECs and national oversight of enforcement of the Code. AFSA seeks clarification on 
how and through which mechanisms these issues will be addressed.  
 
AFSA has comprehensive recommendations to strengthen both the Code and its implementation 
and is available to provide further input throughout the review process. 
 
 
 


