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Proposal for a thematic approach to Animals in Science Committee 
project licence application review 
 
Dear Lord Hanson, 

 

The Animals in Science Committee (ASC) is responsible for providing 

impartial, balanced and objective advice to the Home Office on matters 

relating to the use of animals in scientific procedures.  

 

We are writing to propose a strategic shift in our approach to reviewing project 

licences that involve animals in scientific procedures. Currently, individual 

licences are referred to the ASC on a case-by-case basis. While this process 

allows for detailed scrutiny before a licence is granted, it lacks consistency 

and limits the broader impact of our advice to the specific licence under 

review. It also places a disproportionate demand on Committee time and 

resources and introduces variability in workload as Committee membership 

changes.  

 

To address these challenges, the ASC proposes transitioning to a thematic 

review model. This approach would involve grouping project licences by 

shared characteristics, such as severity, species, or disease area, and 

conducting focused reviews across these clusters. Thematic reviews can 

improve our analysis and offer strategic recommendations that benefit a wider 

range of licences and establishments. This approach allows us to highlight 

good practice, apply consistent learnings, and improve identification of trends, 

while being able to draw on targeted expertise through co-option, and 

maintaining flexibility for reviewing individual licences where necessary. 

Crucially, I believe this approach will have greater impacts on improving 

animal welfare across the board.  

 

We have already seen the value of this approach. For example, our thematic 

review of licences involving the forced swim test1 led to targeted 

recommendations to the Regulator, which prompted a formal governmental 

 
1 Use of the forced swim test - GOV.UK 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/use-of-the-forced-swim-test


response2 requiring improved scientific justification for its use and the 

implementation of refinements in all ongoing licences and future applications. 

 

In contrast, our advice on individual licence reviews, such as recommending 

enhanced welfare monitoring or clarifying licence application wording, while 

valuable, tends to have a narrower scope and impact. By using a themed 

approach to review licences in parallel with other similar licences, the ASC will 

be able to ensure consistent, high quality and assured advice that ASRU can 

continue to apply to new licence applications in future.  

 

We believe that adopting a thematic model will improve the ASC’s ability to 

deliver high-quality, consistent advice with broader welfare benefits. The 

proposal attached to this letter outlines the key benefits, risks, and mitigation 

strategies of this approach.  

 
 
Yours sincerely, 

 
 
Dr Sally Robinson 
Chair of the Animals in Science Committee 
 

 

 
  

 
2 Advice on the use of the forced swim test: letter from Lord Sharpe - GOV.UK 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/advice-on-the-use-of-the-forced-swim-test-letter-from-lord-sharpe


Proposal for a thematic approach to Animals in Science 
Committee project licence application review 

Key Issues  

1.1 The current project licence referral process – where individual project 

licences are referred to Animals in Science Committee (ASC) for additional 

review on a case-by-case basis – means that any potential welfare 

benefits or learning are restricted to that specific licence.   

1.2 Because of this, the use of Committee time and resource is 

disproportionate to the overall benefits. It also leads to variable workload 

across the year, and has a risk of advice being inconsistently applied as 

members of the Committee change. 

Proposed Thematic Approach 

2.1 The ASC propose a strategic shift to a thematic review model for project 

licences, instead of the individual referral review process currently 

implemented. This would involve: 

• Grouping Project Licences into thematic clusters, such as severity, 

species and/or disease area 

• Conducting these reviews, focusing on one theme and looking across 

licences falling under that theme identifying key areas of good 

practice and/or area for improvement  

• Drawing on focused expertise to enhance consistency and impact 

with the ability to co-opt expertise if needed. 

• Maintaining a mechanism for ASRU to refer individual licences for 

more unique or contentious projects, and for the ASC to request to 

see individual licences of a particular nature.  

2.2 The ASC has already recognised the value of thematic reviews and has 

established the Project Licence Strategic Review Subgroup. Successful 

themed reviews have been completed and advice reported for licences 

involving the use of the forced swim test3 and non-human primates used in 

service licences4, for example. 

2.3 The ASC’s statutory remit (Guidance on the operation of the Animals 

(Scientific Procedures) Act 1986 , section 13.5: “In particular, we will seek 

specific or general advice, as appropriate..”) allows for general advice, 

enabling the ASC to propose this  shift in approach. 

 

 
3 Use of the forced swim test - GOV.UK 
4 Non-human primates used in service licences - GOV.UK 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/66e0233ab1a8879e443282a0/Guidance_on_the_operation_of_ASPA_-_December_2023.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/66e0233ab1a8879e443282a0/Guidance_on_the_operation_of_ASPA_-_December_2023.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/use-of-the-forced-swim-test
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/non-human-primates-used-in-service-licences


Key Benefits 

Benefit Rationale 

Improved animal welfare This approach has the potential to improve 
animal welfare more broadly across a 
range of licences than the current 
approach of reviewing single licences as it 
will enables the ASC to draw out areas of 
good practice and areas for improvement 
across a range of licences within the 
theme. 

Increased consistency of 
approach 

Reviewing similar applications together 
allows for a more uniform approach. 
Rather than prolonging the timescales of 
the ASRU project licence application 
process to incorporate the additional ASC 
review, such licences would fall under a 
thematic review at an appointed time. For 
example, a number of individual licences 
reviewed by the ASC relate to the use of 
non-human primates in neuroscience 
where procedures applied have the 
potential for severe suffering.  These types 
of licences could be reviewed as a theme 
once every five years allowing for a more 
structured learning across those licences. 

Positive cultural shift Focusing on thematic reviews rather than 
individual licences creates a more 
collaborative process, fostering an open 
and constructive environment where the 
review feels less targeted and personal 
towards the applicant. 

Improved impact and quality This revised process would enable 
enhanced analysis of specific topics, 
better identification of trends or gaps in 
similar projects, and sufficient time for the 
ASC to seek input (where appropriate) 
from subject matter experts. 

 

Risks and Mitigations 

4.1 Perception of reduced scrutiny. With a thematic approach, similar 

licences would be reviewed in a cycle, e.g., every 5 years rather than at 

the initial application stage of each individual licence. 

Mitigations: Outline a clear communications plan with stakeholders. 

Describe and explain the benefits of thematic licence review. Make clear 



the benefits of a thematic approach (e.g., broader potential for animal 

welfare benefits, consistency, rigor, depth of understanding). 

4.2 Loss of responsiveness to emerging/novel themes. No opportunity to 

review specific novel or contentious licences if they don't fall into the 

‘theme’ of the current review.  

Mitigations: Maintain a referral mechanism for ASRU to flag individual 

licences for immediate review. Allow ASC to request ad-hoc reviews of 

specific licences as needed. 

Next Steps 

5.1 Following agreement of this proposal, the ASC will work with the Home 

Office to determine transitional arrangements between the two processes. 

Included within this will be:  

a. An engagement plan for impacted stakeholders to mitigate the 

risk of reduced scrutiny and ensure effective communications 

b. Metric development to track the new approach as it is 

implemented and ensure there is no loss of responsiveness 

compared to the previous process 

 
  



Annex A: Background and Context 

1. Role of the Animals in Science Committee (ASC) 

The Animals in Science Committee (ASC) is an independent, non-
departmental, public body set up under sections 19 and 20 of the Animals 
(Scientific Procedures) Act 1986, as amended 2012. The ASC is responsible 
for providing impartial, balanced and objective advice to the Home Office, and 
the Department of Health for Northern Ireland (DoH NI), on issues relating to 
ASPA. 
The ASC is responsible for advising the Secretary of State on all matters 
relating to the use of animals in scientific procedures and advising animal 
welfare bodies on sharing best practice within the UK. 

2. Project Licence Reviews 

Overview 

One of the ASC’s responsibilities is to review specific project licences that 
may be considered of higher societal concern e.g. due to the species used or 
severity limit. A project licence is a legal document required to conduct 
experiments involving protected animals. Project licences are reviewed by 
AWERBs and assessed by ASRU to ensure that: 

• the use of animals is justified 

• the principles of the 3Rs are applied 

• and the potential benefits of using animals in the proposed research 

outweigh the harm the animals may experience. 

When are project licence applications referred to the Animals in Science 
Committee? 

Under ASPA section 9(1), the Secretary of State may refer project licence 
applications to the Animals in Science Committee for advice. 
In particular, licences are referred to the ASC to seek specific or general 
advice, as appropriate, on applications involving: 

• the use of wild-caught non-human primates; 

• the use of cats, dogs, equidae or non-human primates in severe 

procedures; 

• use of endangered species; 

• projects with major animal welfare or ethical implications; 

• projects involving the use of admixed embryos falling into category 3 of 

the AMS report on ACHM and category 2 where the predominance of 

an admixed embryo is unclear or uncertain (see Section 5.18.2); 

• projects which may invoke any of the ‘safeguard clauses’ in the 

Directive with respect to the purpose of primate use, proposals for the 

use of a great ape, or proposals to cause long-lasting pain, suffering or 

distress that cannot be ameliorate; or 



• projects of any kind raising novel or contentious issues, or giving rise to 

serious societal concerns. 

Reviews are conducted by ASC members based on their availability and 
capacity to contribute. There is no fixed number of members required for each 
review, provided the group meets quorum and contains an appropriate 
balance of expertise (e.g., lay and technical expert). 

3. Current Review Process 

Overview of Current Review Process 

The applicant will be invited to meet with a panel of members from the ASC to 
discuss the application in person. Prior to the meeting, an application bundle 
(licence application, ASRU referring letter, and questions for the ASC) are 
circulated to the ASC for their review. Any questions regarding the application 
from the ASC are collated by secretariat, reviewed by the Chair, and sent to 
the applicant ahead of the scheduled review meeting.  
 During the meeting, applicants will be invited to give a short presentation on 
the proposed work. It is expected that applicants will specifically respond to 
the key questions they will have been sent in advance of the meeting by the 
ASC Secretariat. Questions may relate to any part of the application, but often 
specifically aim to answer the questions posed to the ASC by the Inspector. 
There is then discussion between the applicant and ASC members to further 
assist the ASC’s consideration of the ethical and scientific justification for the 
project, as well as ascertaining a good understanding of the potential harms 
and benefits involved. 
Following the meeting, the ASC will make a written recommendation to the 
Animals In Science Regulation Unit This will include a view on the questions 
posed by the Inspector, and a recommendation as to whether the licence 
should be granted or not, and if granted whether amendments or conditions to 
the proposed licence ought to be applied.  
 
Strengths of the Current Approach 

The current process ensures additional scrutiny, transparency, and 
engagement with licence holders in areas where there may be more societal 
concerns. It is a routine process that has occurred since 2013 and ensures 
that advice is communicated in a succinct and clear way to the Animals in 
Science Regulation Unit  
 
Limitations with Current Review Process 

The process is specific to individual licences. Thus, advice given is 
constrained within that context.  As licences come in whenever they are 
needed and in different areas consistency can be difficult to achieve.  In 
addition, as a process individual project licence holders are subjected to a 
level of scrutiny on their applications that isn’t more broadly applied to other 
licences.  The ASC are  individuals who have no knowledge of their 
establishment and working protocols.  This can create unnecessary tension in 
the meetings with the applicant.  
 


