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Working together to 
end ‘severe’ suffering



Within the UK and the European Union, 
‘severe’ procedures are those where animals 
used in science are likely to experience:

• severe pain, suffering or distress
• long-lasting moderate pain, 

suffering or distress, or
• severe impairment to their 

wellbeing or general condition

e.g. Annex VIII of EU Directive 2010/63



• Animals may be used in studies of diseases 
or conditions that by their nature can cause severe 
suffering

• A combination or series of less severe factors can 
combine to lead to an increase in overall suffering

• Where animals die unexpectedly, or where the death 
of an animal is used an ‘endpoint’ of the study

Causes of severe suffering

THREE MAIN REASONS



https://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/lab_animals/reports_en.htm



Member State

Uses of animals causing 

'severe' suffering % of total use

AUSTRIA 20245 9.24

BELGIUM 63134 14.20

CROATIA 2253 8.07

CYPRUS 0 0.00

CZECHIA 30653 12.98

DENMARK 4112 1.65

ESTONIA 0 0.00

FINLAND 6368 6.86

FRANCE 258440 14.55

GERMANY 97024 5.23

GREECE 12817 26.78

HUNGARY 19831 14.64

IRELAND 18543 13.39

ITALY 112087 20.37

LATVIA 82 1.93

LITHUANIA 0 0.00

LUXEMBOURG 344 3.08

MALTA 0 0.00

NETHERLANDS 4811 1.26

POLAND 83626 29.57

PORTUGAL 11170 14.82

ROMANIA 1055 7.75

SLOVAKIA 952 5.31

SLOVENIA 57 1.07

SPAIN 60119 7.94

SWEDEN 26842 11.39

NORWAY 91434 7.20

UK (GB+NI) 73265 4.18

EU + Norway total 999264 9.42

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/lab_animals/reports_en.htm





All laboratory animal suffering is a concern, but reducing 
and avoiding ‘severe’ suffering should be a top priority

✔ Ethical and animal welfare benefits
✔ Legal requirements to minimise suffering
✔ Societal concerns about harms to animals
✔ Scientific benefits - better welfare means better science



Everyone has a part to play

• Scientists

• Animal technologists

• Persons with responsibilities under Articles 24 and 25 
(attending veterinarians, staff responsible for ensuring 
information access, training and competency etc)

• Animal Welfare Bodies

• Competent authorities

• National Committees

• National 3Rs centres

• NGOs



Our initiative

Since 2012, the RSPCA has been working collaboratively 
with the scientific community in the UK, EU and 
internationally, to initiate and promote a range of 
activities aimed at identifying and promoting 
practical steps which will help people to reduce or, 
ideally, avoid ‘severe’ suffering.



Key objectives

• Refine models to bring them to a lower severity 

limit where possible

- applies to other levels of suffering too

• Ensure there has been robust discussion and a 

rationale that justifies the need for severe limits, 

where they still exist



61% reduction in experimental procedures causing severe 
suffering in the UK since 2014

focusonseveresuffering.co.uk



focusonseveresuffering.co.uk/severe-procedures



focusonseveresuffering.co.uk/latest



Expert Working Groups

• Seizures, convulsions and epilepsy
• Experimental autoimmune                       

encephalomyelitis (EAE)
• Rheumatoid arthritis
• Sepsis
• Spinal cord injury
• Bone marrow ablation and reconstitution

• Avoiding mortality

focusonseveresuffering.co.uk/reports



Events

• Brussels, Belgium - 2016
• Berlin, Germany - 2017
• Stevenage, UK - 2019
• Athens, Greece - 2019
• Manchester, UK - 2022
• Stockholm, Sweden - 2022
• Leiden, Netherlands - 2023

100s of participants: regulators, scientists, veterinarians, animal technologists and care staff, 
members of Animal Welfare Bodies and National Committees etc.

focusonseveresuffering.co.uk/events





Website

focusonseveresuffering.co.uk



• Agreement as a priority area for 

attention and action

• Institutional strategy and 

responsibilities

• Setting of clear objectives

Consider as part of the ‘Culture of Care’

A commitment to address severe suffering

focusonseveresuffering.co.uk/roadmap



focusonseveresuffering.co.uk/roadmap



focusonseveresuffering.co.uk/lifetime-experiences







• Why is severe suffering needed? Is there a robust scientific 
justification? 

• Could the protocol be run with a moderate severity limit? 

• Is the ‘model’ translatable? How significant are the proposed 
benefits of the work?

• Is there a regulatory requirement for the experimental design and 
‘endpoint’? Can this be challenged?

• Are welfare assessment and monitoring protocols optimised? 

• What more could be done to mitigate impacts on animals?

Examples of questions to consider

focusonseveresuffering.co.uk/roadmap



From presentation by Thomas Bertelsen (tsbt@novonordisk.com) at ‘Refining severe disease models and procedures’ international meeting - August 2022

mailto:tsbt@novonordisk.com
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