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	A new organisation has been launched to explain the importance of animal research to the Dutch public.
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After a lengthy preparation, the Dutch Foundation for Information about Animal Research launched its website on May 15. The decision to set up this new organisation was taken exactly two years previously at a conference in Eindhoven titled: "Animal research in the news, just one side of the coin".
 

"The first step”, says Frans van den Mosselaar, secretary of the board, “was to investigate the information situation in the Netherlands. The results were very disappointing. Most of the information was given by animal right groups. The government only publishes general data about the numbers of animals used, the degree of discomfort and the general purpose of the tests. Universities and pharmaceutical companies give hardly any information and express themselves in very general terms. The only well-covered issue was the 3 R policy and the search for alternatives."
 

Recent surveys by the Foundation for Animal Protection showed that a small majority of the Dutch does not support animal research and a large majority does not support animal research for any purpose if the laboratory animals suffer great discomfort. "It was very clear to us that the public support for animal research is diminishing quickly, mainly because no one takes the responsibility to tell the whole story", said van den Mosselaar. "One of the most difficult things in the past two years was to find support for the initiative.  Major patient organisations are afraid to jeopardise their fundraising if they support our initiative. Some of them explicitly state that they preferably use their research funds for studies which do not include animal research."

However, three organisations were prepared to propose candidates for the first board of the Foundation. 
• The VSOP, the Dutch Genetic Alliance. This is an umbrella organization of about sixty national, disease-linked, parent and patient organizations, most of them concerned with genetic and/or congenital disorders.
• The FMWV. The Federation of Medical Scientific Organisations, representing about 50 scientific organizations varying from hematology to tissue engineering and molecular biology. 
• The NVP: the Dutch Association for Laboratory Animal Science.

With these organisations on board it was soon possible to generate support from others. On the website are testimonials from the Minister of Education and Science, the Minister of Healthcare, the Minister of Agriculture, the Royal Dutch Academy of Science, the Aids Society, the Kidney Foundation and others.

For the website much information is used that already was published by the Research Defense Society, the Coalition for Medical Progress, the Foundation for Biomedical Research and the European Biomedical Research Association, although it is tailored to the Dutch situation. For example, the web site describes a Dutch development in hepatology, the bio-artificial liver recently developed by the University of Amsterdam, using a small reactor filled with liver cells of a specified pathogen-free pig. Under the Dutch law on xenotransplantation the artificial liver could not be tested in the Netherlands, so Dutch researchers went to Italy and successfully kept 13 patients alive and healthy until liver became available for transplantation.  The site also contains a description of the compulsory safety tests for new medicines, including details about the type of tests and the exact numbers and species that are used.  

 

The priorities for the Dutch Foundation now are consolidating the financial situation for at least three years, preparation of educational material and the formation of a speakers pool.   Their website can be found at:  http://www.informatiedierproeven.nl
	[image: image3.png]



	European Voice article attacks revision of the Directive
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	EBRA Council member Dr Francois Lachapelle published an opinion article in the authoritative journal European Voice.
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European Voice is the primary opinion leader publication for the European institutions.  On May 15th it carried a strong article highlighting the dangers of the revision of the Directive on animal experimentation creating excessive and unnecessary bureaucracy.
 

The article began by pointing out that, "European medical research is still among the greatest in the world. The pharmaceutical industry and small biotechnology companies benefit from research carried out in universities and academic institutes which enables them to make new and better products and to be among the most successful industries in Europe, as well as to improve the health of our fellow citizens. But if some of the ideas coming out of the European Commission and the European Parliament are taken up and implemented, the drift of research centres to other countries – particularly to Asia, already making giant strides in these fields – will be hastened." 
   
It then went on to describe the current proposals to revise the Directive, and commented "But rather than focusing on what these proposals are, have we asked why these changes are needed? Careful analysis of what the existing directive already covers reveals the significant reasons given by the Commission for review: the need to reduce the openness to interpretation, to increase the regulatory nature of the directive and to make ethical review and full authorisation mandatory for every experiment, however small. 
 

Analysis of the significant reasons given by the Parliament for review are concerns about implementation on the current directive, addressing problems with collecting statistics, avoiding differences between member states when they implement the directive, further increasing the level of authorisation needed for all experiments and making ethical review mandatory. This reduction in flexibility, increase in regulatory burden and centralisation of power seem to run contrary to the current political messages from the Commission. It certainly goes against pragmatic and flexible implementation in each country. More regulation will hardly address the Parliament’s concerns on implementation – if that is poor, that should be tackled now."
 

Dr Lachapell pointed out that competativeness - the current EU zeitgeist - was important to everyone, politicians, industrialists and researcher alike.  "The days of sitting in a laboratory figuring out a problem with no idea of its eventual application are long gone, particularly where the use of animals is involved. My thoughts should be on how science helps new treatments, not on the administrative burden that obstructs my work and does little for real animal welfare.  So scientists who work with and care for animals hope that the Commission as a whole will take a pragmatic approach to revising the directive. More rules for rules’ sake hinder scientific progress and distract those who care for animals from their jobs. Rules don’t ensure animal welfare, people do. A simpler approach to the forthcoming revision would ensure both animal welfare and competitiveness - there is no reason why the two should be mutually exclusive."
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	UK bioethics report on animal research
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	Nuffield Council on Bioethics publishes a detailed report that does not raise any new questions 
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The United Kingdom’s leading bioethics body, the Nuffield Council on Bioethics recently released a lengthy report of their two-year investigation into the ethics of animal experimentation.  The report was written by a working party which included scientists from academia and industry, representatives of animal protection groups, philosophers and ethicists.  
Despite the diverse views on the working group, there was a large area of agreement about issues such as the three R’s, the need for effective regulation and the importance of an informed public debate on the issue.  Although the report does not manage to offer any particularly novel insights, it presents a very complete and detailed analysis of the ethical issues involved.  
Overall it concludes that animal experimentation is a moral dilemma – that it is morally wrong to inflict suffering on animals for human benefit and morally wrong to let humans suffer by not using animals in experiments to develop better treatments for disease.  However, different members of the working party had different views about the best ways of resolving this dilemma.
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	Austria moves to ban use of great apes
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	No great apes are currently being used in Austria and this may become part of their law.
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Following the voluntary retirement of the only Austrian colony of laboratory chimpanzees in 2004, the government is now suggesting that their national legislation should be amended to formally ban the use of great apes.  
 

Education, Science and Culture Minister Elisabeth Gehrer commented, “Great apes are the animals most closely related to humans.  It is of particular concern for me that there is this explicit prohibition.  This will ensure that no such animal experiments are carried out in the future either.”
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	New Directive may not reach national laws until 2010
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	Further delays to the revision of the Directive on animal experimentation mean that the changes may not be implemented into national legislation until as late as 2010
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One of the most important parts of the revision of the Directive on animal experimentation will be the impact assessment.  For all new European legislation proposed by the Commission, they are required to have an independent assessment of how the legislation could affect issues such as competitiveness, the environment, etc.  Sources within the pharmaceutical industry and academia have already expressed concern about the effect of an overly-bureaucratic new directive on animal research.

The promised call for tender for an impact assessment of the proposed revision of the Directive has not yet been published.   According to Directorate General Environment, they have been too busy with the revision of the REACH chemicals policy to have been able to proceed with the call for an impact assessment.   It now looks unlikely that it will be completed this year.  Only after the impact assessment is available will officials begin drafting the legislative proposal, which will then need to go to other DGs for ‘inter-service consultation’ before it can be published.   

The Commission has also referred a number of questions to a specialist committee of the European Food Safety Agency (see March’s Bulletin) and their opinion, which was originally expected to be available in early 2005, now looks as though it will not be ready until the autumn.  The committee intends to call witnesses on specific issues during the spring and summer, as well as undertaking a literature review.

It may well be that the European Parliament will not begin to debate the legislative proposal until well into 2006, and possibly even later.  The whole Parliamentary process can take at least two years, and implementation in the Member States a further two, so national legislation to implement the Directive may not be in place until at least 2010.
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	French cosmetic testing appeal rejected
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	Europe's highest court has rejected the French appeal against the cosmetic testing ban.
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At the end of May, the European Court of Human Justice rejected the French appeal against the EU legislation banning the testing of cosmetics on animals.    The French government launched their appeal in 2003 on the grounds that the ban was incompatible with World Trade Organisation rules and that  it would damage European business interests.

The 2003 Directive bans the marketing of cosmetics that have been tested on animals – even those imported for outside the EU - from March 2009, although an exception is made for three specified types of animal testing, for which the ban would not come into effect until 2013.
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	UK review of the use of primates
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	The UK scientific community has set up a review of primate research.
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Four leading scientific organisations in the United Kingdom have announced that they will be conducting a major review of the use of primates in research.  The Academy of Medical Sciences, the Royal Society, the Medical Research Council and the Wellcome Trust are setting up a working group to examine the recent, current and future scientific basis for biological and medical research involving non-human primates.

The working group will be chaired by the eminent medical researcher Sir David Weatherall and its members will include a broad range of scientific expertise, in addition to ethical and lay representation.  Professor Colin Blakemore, Chief Executive of the Medical Research Council commented, “"Research on monkeys has been particularly important for vaccine development- particularly polio vaccine - but also the recent testing of possible HIV vaccines. It's also been essential for developing new treatments for hepatitis, reproductive disorders, infertility, and so on, and in the future it will be crucial for the development of treatments for brain disorders.” 

