
VTC Speaker Tool Box

How to Answer Difficult Questions:

The Role of Animals in Biomedical Research (ShortVersion)
This version is short and its suggested use is as study material prior to giving the AALAS VTC power pt. presentation. Please use the long version for more detailed answers to more questions. If you want to refer to a document during a talk we suggest using this ‘Short Version’. 
1. What is biomedical research and why is it necessary?

2. Why test on animals instead of humans? 

3. Humans and animals are so different.  What have we learned from animal research?

4. Do laboratory animals suffer pain? 

5. What is the difference between “animal rights” and “animal welfare”?

6. Are there “alternative” methods to replace animals in research?  Can computers replace experiments on animals? 

7. Are animals used in repetitive experiments? 

8. What role does a veterinarian play in animal research? 

9. How has animal research helped animals? 

10. How many animals are used in research? 

11. What laws protect animals in research? 

1. What is biomedical research and why is it necessary?

Scientists conduct biomedical research to understand the causes diseases and chronic conditions in humans and in animals.  Scientists expand this knowledge to discover ways to prevent sickness and poor health, or to develop beneficial products, medications, and procedures to treat and cure diseases and conditions that cause illness and death in ourselves, our families and friends, our pets, farm animals, and wildlife.  Biomedical research requires the input and participation of many individuals from both the life and physical sciences, with many different backgrounds and skills.  

2. Why test on animals instead of humans?

U.S. law requires pre-clinical trails of drugs and medical devices on animals before human trails are allowed.  The FDA will not approve any such item for use in the public without animal trials.  No animal testing means no new drugs.  International treaties and agreements require it as well. 

Research on animals provides necessary information to predict how a new drug or procedure will affect a human because animals are very similar to humans. Once new drugs are proven safe in animal studies, they may be used in clinical studies on human volunteers, who then have the assurance that they may fare better - and will not do worse - than if they were given standard treatment or no treatment at all.  Experiments with animals allow researchers to investigate the effects of how one system (for example, the nervous system) interacts with another (for example, the immune system or the endocrine system), while monitoring side effects (effects on respiration, kidney function, or heart rate).  

3. Humans and animals are so different.  What have we learned from animal research?
After conducting experiments with cell, tissue, and computer models, researchers must test their theories on a live animal to see how all the systems are affected.  Research using animals is very beneficial because there are many similarities between humans and various animal species.  

Virtually every major medical advance in the past century has depended upon animal research.

4. Do laboratory animals suffer pain? 

The use of animals in research and testing is strictly controlled.  Each research institution must establish an animal care and use committee that includes a member of the general public, such as a local veterinarian, church minister, or employee of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty for Animals.  Membership on this committee must also include a veterinarian with specific experience in laboratory animal care. 

5. What is the difference between “animal rights” and “animal welfare”? 

Ask yourself the question: “Are animals equal to humans?”  

“Animal rights” is the belief that animals are not ours to use—for food, clothing, entertainment, or experimentation.  Animal rights groups believe animals are equal, or more valuable, than humans. 

“Animal welfare” is a term that sprang up after the federal Animal Welfare Act passed in 1966 and is used by research compliance inspectors employed by the government, and veterinarians and scientists employed by companies, hospitals, and universities that perform animal research, all of whom are charged with ensuring that detailed regulations are followed when using animals in research.  

6. Are there “alternative” methods to replace animals in research?  Can computers replace animal experiments? 

Whenever possible, researchers do use non-animal models.  Computer models, mathematical models, cell cultures, and a number of research methods that complement animal studies are used in biomedical research.   However,  it is impossible to explore, explain, or predict the course of diseases or the effects of many treatments without observing and testing the entire living system.  Therefore, final tests must be done on a living model. 
7. Are animals used for repetitive experiments? 

The number of animals used in research has actually decreased by 40 percent since 1968.  This is due, in part, to an increase in non-animal testing (i.e. computer models, cell cultures, etc.) and the improvement of laboratory animal medicine.  Some experiments need to be repeated in order to discover errors and to confirm that the first research results are valid and correct.  Experiments must also be repeated to check changes in weight, temperature, and dosages. 

8. What role does a veterinarian play in animal research? 

Veterinarians, who have chosen their profession because of their concern for animals and are intimately involved in the care and treatment of laboratory animals.  They are charged by federal law with the primary role of directing animal care and use programs for institutions that perform research with animals.  The program must include the training of animal research scientists in the humane and responsible handling of research animals.  The veterinarian also advises an internal review committee in the approval of all research protocols before animals may be studied.  Staff under the veterinarian may include licensed veterinary medical technicians. 

9. How has animal research helped animals? 

The same methods that have been developed to prevent and treat diseases in humans have improved the lives of countless animals.  More than 80 medicines and vaccines developed for humans are now used to heal pets, farm animals, and wildlife. 

10. How many animals are used in research? 

The Office of Technology Assessment, U.S. Congress estimates that 17 to 22 million animals are used annually in research and testing.  These animals are specifically bred for laboratory testing:  

· Ninety-five percent of all animals used in research are rats and mice.  

· Non-human primates account for less than one-quarter of one percent (0.25%)

· Dogs and cats make up less than one half of one percent (0.50%) are dogs and cats.  

· The remainder includes rabbits, guinea pigs, sheep, pigs, fish, and insects. 

11. What laws protect animals in research? 

An extensive system of laws, guidelines, and regulations protect the welfare of laboratory animals used in biomedical research in the United States.  Federal oversight includes the Animal Welfare Act (AWA), the Health Research Extension Act, and a series of other laws and policies from various federal agencies involved in the U.S. research effort (EPA, FDA, NSF, etc.)  In addition, many facilities and researchers may also be licensed by their state and/or international organizations, depending on the species involved and the research and teaching they conduct.  Some governmental officials even believe there are more laws that govern the use of animals in research than there are for the use of human subjects in clinical trials.
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