
2. EU legislation is far from driving animal-free science 
Many Member States are still struggling to achieve appropriate transposition of the EU Directive              
2010/63/EU on the protection of animals used for scientific purposes. 

A key intention of the Directive was to harmonise the way animals are used in science within the EU.                   
Some flexibility does exist in the way Member States may implement the Directive, but for example,                
it does not allow them to implement higher standards unilaterally. This means, for instance, that if a                 
Member State wants in the future to improve housing and care standards, or prohibit the use of                 
animals for certain purposes, it cannot do this without the agreement of all other Member States. 

The first review of the Directive in 2017 concluded that it provided a solid basis for the regulation of                   
the use of animals in research, but found, amongst other things, that the implementation of               
non-animal methods is slow. The reasons identified for such delays include: 

● cost - implementing non-animal methods implies additional investment, especially since the           
costs associated with the use of animals are not dropped; 

● lack of knowledge - researchers do not tend to receive continuous training throughout their              
careers, which in turn means that curricula in life sciences are often out-of-date too; 

● insufficient communication - dissemination actions and sources are not enough or effectively            
reaching the students, educators, and researchers that need to know about the latest             
developments in non-animal methods as well as the limitations of the animal-based            
methods. 

In addition, the quality, transparency and impact of oversight bodies and project evaluation             
mechanisms vary significantly throughout the EU. Differing structures in the Member States for             
project evaluation, for example, raise many challenges on the impartiality, proportionality and            
consistency of evaluations. The fact that almost all project applications are authorised in every              
country, linked with significant concerns around the standards to which much scientific research is              
carried out, and the poor translatability of many animal studies, also indicates a general lack of                
critical challenge regarding the ‘need’ to use animals. 

In fact, a study carried out by Eurogroup for Animals in 2019 found that, in many Member States,                  
project evaluators generally have a background linked to the use of animals in science, and that very                 
few countries involve an expert on non-animal methods, or animal advocate, or a patients’ rights               
advocate, in the process of evaluating animal-based project applications. Ideally, every project            
evaluation process should have a balanced input of relevant (1) medical or other experts - to                
evaluate the likelihood of the potential benefit of the project results - (2) patients’ organisations,               
animal protection organisations - to give the societal perspective of the harm-benefit analysis of the               
project - (3) experts on non-animal methods - to guarantee the fullest application of the principle of                 
replacement - and (4) experts on using animals for research or educational purposes - to guarantee                
the best application of the principles of reduction and refinement. 

Under the Directive, the Commission is responsible for conducting periodic Thematic Reviews on the              
principles and practices of the ‘3Rs’: the replacement, reduction and refinement of the use of               
animals in research, education and testing. However, ten years after the adoption of this Directive,               
no such reviews have yet been conducted, despite a number of proposals from animal protection               
organisations. Thematic Reviews can be an opportunity to investigate the reasons, contexts,            
situations and purpose of the use of animals in research, and potential ways to decrease our reliance                 
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on animals in research by learning from best practices and addressing poor practices. 

 

What does the public think?  

The latest EU survey found that seven in ten (70%) adults in EU member states agree that enabling                  
the full replacement of all forms of animal testing with non-animal testing methods should be a                
priority for the EU; and that two thirds (66%) of adults in EU member states agree that the EU should                    
immediately end all animal testing. 

Earlier public opinion polls revealed a high degree of sympathy with animals used for testing in many                 
Member States, although attitudes may diverge significantly between countries in the EU. According             
to the 2010 Eurobarometer, people in countries like Luxembourg, Slovenia, France and Malta are              
likely to be more sympathetic with laboratory animals than in countries such as Spain, Bulgaria and                
Lithuania. 

Overall, the majority of the public is opposed to animal testing that causes pain or which is                 
conducted for reasons which have no connection with life-threatening diseases. A British survey in              
2018 demonstrated that the majority of people can ‘accept’ animal research as long as it is for                 
medical research, there is no unnecessary suffering, and there is no alternative. However, the public               
also complains about the lack of transparency, including details of experiments, harms to animals,              
and alternatives to the use of animals. 

 

Policy - current state of play  

The transposition of the Directive 2010/63/EU into Members States’ national legislation was            
supposed to happen by 1 January 2013, but in fact the last transposition only happened in 2015.                 
From 2017 to 2019 the Commission, in accordance with Article 258 of the Treaty on the Functioning                 
of the European Union, gave formal notice to 15 Member States and a reasoned opinion to three to                  
ensure that they transposed the Directive correctly. Until now, only three infringement cases have              
been closed. 

Even though the Commission’s transposition checks will still be ongoing after 2019, it is clear that                
many Member States are lagging behind what is required from this Directive in terms of inspections                
of laboratories, penalties, record-keeping, training of personnel, and obligations to comply with one             
or more of the principles of the 3Rs, among others.  

The results of the first review of the Directive in 2017 found a suboptimal uptake of the 3Rs. The                   
project evaluation and authorisation processes that are carried out before animals are used raised              
concerns related to poor efficiency, effectiveness, impartiality and consistency of the evaluations.            
Progress towards the Directive’s ultimate goal of the full replacement of animals has been              
disappointingly slow, and where non-animal methods have been available, the review identified that             
they aren’t always being used. 

 

Eurogroup for Animals 

Eurogroup for Animals will advocate for an impactful revision and better implementation of the              
Directive on the protection of animals used for scientific purposes. Such a revision should ultimately               
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enable Member States to develop more protection for animals than is outlined in the Directive,               
including better preventing animal use where non-animal methods exist or are being explored in              
parallel, or where the contribution of animal studies has been found to be intrinsically ineffective. 

The Directive should also go further in requiring well-balanced national and project evaluation             
committees that can guarantee the best application of the 3Rs. When research projects are being               
evaluated, they should be assessed by people with the relevant scientific background on non-animal              
methods and the 3Rs, as well as by people linked with animal protection or advocacy. 

Eurogroup for Animals is urging the Commission to carry out regular Thematic Reviews. These              
Thematic Reviews should help keep an eye on areas where animals are being used. Besides analysing                
the applicability, stage of development and potential of alternative approaches to the use of animals               
in a specific scientific area, these reviews should ideally lead to a strategy to reduce, step-by-step,                
the use of animals in specific areas of research, education or testing. 

 

 


