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Abstract: This paper assesses systemic weaknesses in United Kingdom animal welfare governance, 
documenting persistent enforcement inconsistencies, regulatory gaps, and shortcomings in translating 
scientific and ethical recommendations into policy and practice. Drawing on recent case studies—including 
broiler chicken welfare, problematic dog breeding, and high-profile enforcement failures—the paper explores 
the consequences of a fragmented system lacking a single, accountable statutory authority. Analysis 
highlights the inability of current advisory bodies to convert expertise into binding standards, the negative 
consequences of reactive enforcement, and significant representation gaps for nonhuman animals. The 
authors propose the establishment of an independent Animal Protection Commission (APC), designed to 
centralise enforcement, provide evidence-based guidance, enhance transparency, and embed animal 
protection as a core objective of UK governance. The paper reviews comparative approaches and sets out 
practical recommendations for institutional reform, arguing that only deep, structural change can restore 
public trust, policy effectiveness, and meaningful protection for animals.
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Introduction and Main Recommendations


Every year, millions of animals in the United Kingdom rely on our protection—whether they are 
family pets, farm animals, laboratory animals, or wildlife. But while the UK is often praised for 
strong animal welfare laws, the reality on the ground is far more complicated. There is a serious 
gap between what the law says should happen, and what happens in practice. Local 
authorities, government departments, and charities do not always have the means, authority, or 
will to put animal welfare first, leaving animals vulnerable. Even top scientists and practitioners 
who know how to improve animal welfare can be ignored, and many important advances in how 
we care for animals get stuck in endless review.


This position paper argues that the time for patching up the current system has passed. 
Instead, the government should establish a new, independent Animal Protection Commission—
one with real legal powers, secure funding, and the authority to speak directly and publicly for 
animals’ interests. The Commission would coordinate all the advice that now comes from 
dozens of different bodies, ensure that rules are enforced fairly no matter where in the country 
an animal is found, and guarantee that decisions affecting animals are based on the best 
scientific evidence, not merely politics or profit.


At present, too many cases fall through the cracks. Sometimes, evidence of animal cruelty is 
ignored or action is only taken after a public scandal. In other cases, rules are enforced 
differently depending on postcodes, inspectors’ priorities, or what resources happen to be 
available. Some animals—especially wild animals and those used for research—are not properly 
covered by current laws at all.


If the UK is serious about animal welfare, this situation cannot continue. The creation of an 
Animal Protection Commission, as this report proposes, offers a practical and direct way 
forward. The accountability, transparency, and scientific leadership that such a Commission 
would provide are urgently needed to bring the UK’s animal protection into the twenty-first 
century.


In what follows, we will describe the shortcomings of the current system, illustrate them with 
real-life examples, draw lessons from international successes, and lay out a clear path to 
genuine reform. 




Why the Current System Is Not Working


Although the United Kingdom is seen worldwide as a leader in animal welfare, the gap between 
promises and actual practice is unacceptably wide. Strong rules and expert advice do exist, but 
the day-to-day experience for animals depends far more on luck than on law.


At the heart of the problem is confusion and fragmentation. Responsibility for looking after 
animals is scattered across government departments, local councils, inspectors, charities, and 
expert groups. While this might sound thorough, in reality it means that no one organisation or 
individual is clearly answerable when things go wrong. There is no single person or agency that 
the public—or animals—can depend on to make sure the rules are followed everywhere and 
every time.


When reports of mistreatment or neglect come in, the result is too often a postcode lottery. One 
area council or group may act quickly, others may not have the staff, expertise, or money—or 
might not even see animal welfare as a priority. In some locations, the only reason inspectors 
are sent is if a charity like the RSPCA is able and willing to investigate. In others, cases are 
passed from one office to another, with nobody able or willing to take responsibility for urgent 
action.


This confusion is not just a case of slow paperwork. It means real suffering for animals whose 
plight is overlooked, for lack of a central, clear channel for raising concerns and getting decisive 
responses. People with genuine worries about animal welfare are left chasing answers and 
results, with no guarantee that their concerns will even be registered, let alone dealt with 
thoroughly.


Another major weakness lies in who sets the rules—and how those rules are enforced. Advisory 
committees and expert panels, no matter how well qualified, are just that: advisory. Their reports 
can offer detailed, scientifically sound recommendations, but ministers and civil servants are 
under no legal obligation to implement them. Instead, the system is designed to give politicians 
maximum flexibility at the expense of accountability. As a result, key recommendations are often 
quietly shelved, especially if acting on them would upset powerful interests in agriculture, trade, 
or business.


Charities play an important role in standing up for animal welfare, but their involvement is 
increasingly a sign of the system’s weakness, not its strength. No other area of criminal law in 
this country relies on private donations to investigate or prosecute crimes. Yet when it comes to 
abused farm animals, illegal puppy breeding, or wildlife crime, it is still usually charities that step 
in where local officials fear to tread or lack resources.


Enforcement is patchy and reactive rather than planned and consistent. Inspectors are often 
overstretched, unable to carry out regular checks, and investigations are limited by inadequate 
funding or lack of coherent national direction. Prosecutions are rare, and when they do happen, 
the sentences handed down are inconsistent and generally do not act as a real deterrent.


All of this is happening while scientific knowledge about animal sentience, suffering, and welfare 
needs is rapidly advancing. The UK has the expertise to lead the world in animal protection, but 
much of this learning is left unused. Advisory bodies have spent years developing standards, 
guidance, and proposals, only to see most of them ignored or implemented half-heartedly. 
Meanwhile, public concern about animals is strong and growing, but people’s trust in the 
system is eroded when they see that concern does not result in meaningful action.


Finally, some groups of animals—especially wild animals and those in laboratories—fall into 
grey areas of the law. Rules may exist but are often incomplete or out of date. 




 


For these animals, protection is patchy at best and non-existent at worst. Critical decisions 
about their welfare are taken behind closed doors, with little or no public oversight.


In sum, the current approach is failing animals, failing the public, and failing to live up to either 
the spirit or the letter of UK law. The next section will show how these weaknesses play out in 
real life, through case studies that demonstrate just how urgently reform is needed.


Real-Life Lessons—Case Studies of Failure and Systemic Weakness


Nothing illustrates the weaknesses in the present system better than the real stories of animals 
that fall through the cracks. Let us consider what has actually happened in recent years, 
drawing from public investigations and well-documented cases. By following these examples, 
we can better understand where our system lets animals down and why patching up individual 
failures is no longer enough.


One of the clearest examples can be found on British farms. Take the case of a pig farm in 
Lincolnshire. Despite regulations and official guidelines, years of repeated suffering went 
undetected and unaddressed by inspectors, until undercover campaigners released disturbing 
images. What these images showed was not an isolated event, but part of a longer pattern of 
cruelty—animals left sick or injured without proper care, basic legal requirements ignored, and 
regular checks either missed or carried out too quickly to make a difference. Only when the 
public saw the undercover footage did officials feel compelled to investigate properly. 
Prosecutions followed, but the conditions for those animals had been unacceptable for much 
longer, and the punishment fell far short of guaranteeing it would not happen again.


A second case involves chickens bred for meat. In the UK, millions of ‘broiler’ chickens are 
selectively bred to grow very large, very fast, in order to maximise profit. The well-known 
downside of this is that many birds suffer crippling joint pain, heart problems, or simply struggle 
to stand, all because their bodies cannot keep up with their weight. Scientific experts have 
warned for years that such breeding causes unnecessary suffering, and official groups have 
recommended changes to both law and practice. Yet industry pressure is strong and rules to 
prevent this have not been enforced. The birds’ suffering continues, largely out of view, because 
the economic benefits of rapid growth weigh more heavily in decision-making than the clear 
advice of scientists.


The third case concerns the breeding of dogs for certain looks or physical features. Flat-faced 
dogs and breeds with exaggerated body shapes are popular in the UK, but the focus on 
appearance over health has led to countless animals suffering from chronic breathing problems, 
eye ulcers, joint deformities, and shortened lifespans. The Animal Welfare Act grants power to 
address welfare in breeding, and there are clear warnings from both veterinary professionals 
and official bodies. In practice, enforcement is lacking. Local councils, responsible for enforcing 
the rules, are rarely resourced to tackle puppy farms or unscrupulous breeders. Where 
prosecutions do happen, the consequences are often minimal, and the widespread problems 
remain unaddressed year after year.


Across these three examples, a common thread emerges. Serious animal suffering was entirely 
preventable. In each case, expert warning signs had been ignored, checks had not been carried 
out as they should have been, action only happened too late, and harmful practices continued 
even after authorities became aware of the problems. These are not just isolated failures. They 
show that, under the current system, it only takes lack of clarity, resources, or political will for 
animal welfare to be sidelined.




Other groups are especially vulnerable, including wild animals affected by development or pest 
control, and laboratory animals used in research. These groups often sit outside mainstream 
laws or are covered by separate arrangements with little transparency or effective oversight. 
Regulation is patchy, and policy is too easily shaped by priorities other than animal welfare.


When systems depend on random chance, pressure from campaigners, or local priorities, 
neither the animals nor the public can be assured that protection is real or lasting. The need for 
reform is not theoretical—it is a matter of justice and responsibility, shown in the lived 
experience of animals in our country today. The following section explains, in plain language, 
why these failures are built into the very structure of our current approach, and what must 
change to put things right.


Why the System Is Built to Fail—And Why Small Changes Will Not Be Enough 

The chronic problems described in the previous section are not simply the result of a few bad 
decisions, or an unlucky sequence of events. Instead, they are the inevitable consequences of a 
system that was never designed to protect animals in a robust, twenty-first-century way. At 
every stage, the structure of animal welfare oversight creates gaps, delays, and conflicts of 
interest that undermine even the best intentions.


To begin with, fragmentation lies at the root of the issue. Responsibility for animal welfare in the 
UK is currently divided among multiple government departments—most notably DEFRA for 
England, alongside different departments for Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland—and 
shared with local authorities, specialist inspectorates, advisory panels, the police, and major 
charities. Each group has its own priorities and is subject to its own pressures, funding 
problems, and political constraints. Occasionally, coordination occurs, but it is usually 
piecemeal and driven by crisis, not design. The result is that standards and enforcement vary 
greatly—the classic “postcode lottery”—and those who are supposed to be in charge are often 
powerless either to guarantee consistent inspections or set clear policy priorities nationally.


Lack of a strong, central authority makes matters worse. Advisory committees, no matter how 
expert, operate at the mercy of government ministers. They can provide detailed, evidence-
based recommendations, but their reports are not binding. A potential reform, even one that 
would make major improvements, can be adopted, watered down, or ignored depending on the 
political climate or industry reaction. The flexibility enjoyed by ministers comes at the cost of 
clarity and accountability for animal welfare, leaving animals dependent on the whims of those 
in power.


Another major barrier is the profound conflict of interest at the heart of animal welfare oversight. 
DEFRA and some devolved counterparts are tasked with two contradictory missions: promoting 
the interests of industries like farming and trade, and at the same time protecting animal 
welfare. All too often, when tensions arise between profit and care, it is animal wellbeing that 
loses out. Advisory bodies sometimes include industry representatives, and public reporting can 
be shaped by what is most politically convenient, not by the realities faced by animals.


This tension is aggravated by underfunding and resource constraints. Local authorities are 
increasingly expected to shoulder responsibility for enforcing the law but are provided with 
neither the funding nor the specialist expertise needed for rigorous inspections and timely 
interventions. Council budgets are under continual pressure, and animal welfare rarely tops their 
list of priorities. As a result, glaring problems are left unaddressed until a public scandal forces 
short-term attention.




The absence of national standards for many critical activities only adds to inconsistency. Some 
animal groups—especially wild animals, laboratory animals, and those affected by new 
technologies or industries—sit in a kind of legal limbo, not fully protected or overseen by a 
coherent strategy. The pattern is clear: unless an issue makes headlines, action is slow, 
piecemeal, and shaped by the path of least resistance.


The evidence that scientific research and best-practice advice are consistently ignored is well-
established. Whether on broiler chicken breeding, the long-standing calls for reform from 
veterinary associations, or reports by animal sentience committees, the gap between expert 
advice and ministerial action is disturbingly wide. Even when official reviews are commissioned, 
the findings often disappear into the administrative void—sometimes for years before any real 
change is seen, if at all.


In this environment, well-meaning incremental reforms—no matter how well-intentioned—are 
swallowed up by a system that lacks the authority and resources to enforce them. Some 
councils and individual inspectors go the extra mile, but without national backing and 
leadership, they are fighting an uphill battle.


Clearly, if, as a society, we wish to take animal protection seriously, simply tinkering at the 
margins will not work. The time has come for a fundamentally new approach, one that replaces 
confusion, divided responsibility, and reactive enforcement with unity, clarity, and proactive 
leadership. That approach, as set out in the next section, is the creation of an independent 
Animal Protection Commission.


What an Animal Protection Commission Would Achieve


Imagine a future where animal welfare does not depend on luck, postcode, or the willingness of 
local officials to act. In this future, there is an independent commission whose only priority is 
speaking up for animals, making sure the rules are followed, and ensuring that everyone—
government, local authorities, industry, and the public—is held accountable for how animals are 
treated.


A new Animal Protection Commission (APC) would bring together all the recommendations and 
expertise currently scattered across dozens of committees and departments. Its mandate would 
be to close the gaps that now leave so many animals exposed to harm. The APC would have 
statutory powers: this means its advice and standards would be legally binding, not simply 
suggestions that politicians or officials can quietly ignore. Moreover, the APC's decisions and 
reports would be publicly available, making it much harder for uncomfortable truths to be buried 
for the sake of convenience.


Such a commission would set clear national standards for welfare—whether for farmed animals, 
pets, wild species, or laboratory animals—that must be enforced in every part of the country. It 
would coordinate inspections and ensure that local authorities have the resources, expertise, 
and direction they need to investigate complaints and prosecutions thoroughly and fairly. 
Instead of a patchwork of fragmented and sometimes conflicting approaches, there would be 
consistency and clarity. Cases of suffering would not fall between the cracks; instead, a national 
body would be responsible for pressing for action wherever the law is being ignored, and for 
following up until meaningful change is achieved.


The APC would be independent of traditional government departments with their unavoidable 
conflicts of interest. No longer would the same ministry be asked both to promote farming and 
to police it. The commission’s leadership would be subject to open appointment procedures, 
with a duty to include veterinary, scientific, legal, and public voices. It would publish annual 



reports on the state of animal welfare in the UK, measuring not just how many inspections took 
place, but whether actual welfare outcomes improved—so the public and politicians alike can 
see what is working and where urgent attention is needed.


One of the most important aspects would be the APC’s power to respond rapidly to scientific 
findings. Whenever veterinary associations or animal sentience committees present new 
evidence about pain, stress, or suffering, the APC would have a legal obligation to assess the 
evidence swiftly and decide what changes in law or practice are needed. The government could 
not simply drag its feet when animals are at risk.


Transparency would be a guiding principle. Decision-making would be documented and 
explained. The APC would create clear channels for complaints and public participation—so 
that anyone, whether an inspector, whistleblower, or concerned citizen, could raise concerns 
and expect a meaningful response. Democratic participation would also be built in, with 
mechanisms for consultation and for citizen review panels to advise on priorities.


In this new system, adaptiveness is critical. The APC would be required to review its own 
performance and adjust strategies where outcomes do not meet standards or new problems 
arise. Indicators for this could include rates of complaints, investigations, prosecutions, 
improved animal health statistics, or measures of public satisfaction and trust. When challenges 
arise in new industries (such as animal use in biotechnology or entertainment) or unforeseen 
animal welfare crises occur, the APC would coordinate national responses instead of confusion 
and inaction.


Importantly, the commission's accountability is both public and professional. It would report to 
Parliament, not just to individual ministers. This arrangement creates democratic oversight, 
ensures policy cannot be changed behind closed doors, and reassures the public that animals 
are genuinely a national responsibility.


Building such a body does not start from scratch. The paper draws on international examples, 
including countries that have already benefited from independent animal welfare commissions. 
In places where these bodies have been established with the right powers and independence, 
enforcement has become more reliable, animal suffering has been reduced, and policy has 
become less vulnerable to vested interests.


The Animal Protection Commission would not only solve the structural and practical problems 
described in the earlier sections; it would also provide a clear point of contact for new issues. 
Research and development in farming and science will continually present new ethical 
challenges. Having a body dedicated to ongoing oversight, open consultation, and evidence-
based decision-making ensures reforms keep pace with the best science and growing public 
expectations.


The proposal for a commission is not about adding another layer of bureaucracy. Rather, it is 
about rationalising and strengthening oversight to deliver the improvements in animal welfare 
the public expects, science supports, and justice requires. The next and final section 
summarises how such change could be implemented, the resources involved, and the benefits 
for animals and society as a whole.


Making It Happen—Implementation, Oversight, and Lasting Benefits


Turning the vision of an Animal Protection Commission into reality means facing practical 
questions about how such a body would work, what resources it would need, and how it would 
fit with existing structures. Fortunately, the process is both achievable and already tried in other 



countries—meaning the UK can draw from international best practice while tailoring solutions to 
its own needs.


Creating the Commission starts with legislation. Parliament would need to pass an Animal 
Protection Commission Act, setting out the body’s precise mandate, composition, funding, 
reporting lines, and powers of investigation and enforcement. By establishing the Commission 
as a statutory authority—protected by law rather than government whim—it can be insulated 
from political pressures, changes of minister, or budget squeezes. A dedicated funding stream, 
ring-fenced from annual negotiations, would guarantee the Commission the independence and 
stability it needs to do its job.


Appointment to the Commission should be done through an open, competitive process, 
including experts in animal health and welfare, scientific researchers, legal professionals, 
experienced laypeople, and representatives from relevant charities and inspectorates. The Chair 
and key leadership should be answerable to Parliament through regular hearings, with annual 
and special reports to select committees that give real teeth to oversight.


The best structure for the Commission is one that balances strong leadership and regional 
sensitivity. While most policy and oversight should be driven from the central commission, local 
and regional panels could ensure national standards are interpreted fairly and sensibly 
according to local conditions. This would also create a system of checks and balances; if 
standards or policies are falling short in any region, there would be a clear mechanism for 
identifying and correcting problems quickly, before small failings become systemic failures.


Measuring success is about more than checking that inspections happen or prosecution 
numbers go up. The Commission should use meaningful indicators of animal health, reductions 
in proven cases of suffering, increases in public trust, and improvements in the actual welfare 
reported by inspectors and charities on the ground. Public engagement is also vital. Open 
consultations on policies, transparent responses to complaints, and clear explanations for 
decisions are requirements, not options, for a body whose legitimacy depends on maintaining 
public and scientific confidence.


When it comes to costs, investment in a well-resourced Commission is both justifiable and 
economically sound. Experience from other sectors and countries shows that better-
coordinated enforcement reduces waste, duplicative effort, and the expensive “firefighting” that 
comes when problems are dealt with only after they become scandals. Preventing animal 
suffering before it occurs also means less harm, less expense in long legal battles, and more 
positive public and international attention for the UK as a leader in this area.


Making the Commission fit with existing governance across the UK requires careful attention to 
devolution. Each nation within the UK should have a clear relationship to the central 
Commission—whether through participation in policy-setting, the appointment of regional 
commissioners, or formal agreements on joint initiatives and shared data. This would go a long 
way toward eliminating postcode lotteries and raising standards everywhere to the level already 
achieved in the best regions.


Finally, it is important that the transition to an APC is not used as an excuse for delay in 
addressing urgent problems. Immediate improvements can be started alongside the legislative 
process: enhancing inspection funding, centralising scientific advice, and piloting reporting 
frameworks in collaboration with existing authorities and expert groups.


The benefits of such reform go beyond the lives and welfare of animals. Public trust is built up 
when the government demonstrates clarity, compassion, and competence. Businesses and 
professionals in farming, science, and animal care have clear, predictable standards and can 
build on a reputation for integrity. The UK as a whole gains from embodying world-class 



leadership in a high-profile area increasingly important to voters, consumers, and partners 
abroad.


A well-designed Animal Protection Commission would be a historic achievement—an enduring 
institution, able to meet the challenges of today and tomorrow, and a model for animal welfare 
oversight worldwide. The final section brings together the moral, scientific, legislative, and 
practical threads of this argument, laying out how such reform moves us from words and 
intentions to genuine, long-term change.


A New Era in Animal Welfare


The case for an Animal Protection Commission is built on clear, practical observations and an 
unwavering commitment to justice for animals. Over decades, attempts to improve animal 
welfare in the United Kingdom have delivered some successes, but the limits of our current 
approach are now plain to see. Laws without teeth, committees without power, and decision-
makers without clear accountability have left animals—and those who care about them—relying 
on chance rather than certainty.


With each passing year, scientific knowledge of animal sentience and evidence of unmet welfare 
needs becomes more robust, public expectation grows more vocal, and the international 
community raises the bar for what ‘good’ looks like in this sphere. The current patchwork of 
agencies and interventions was never designed to cope with the complexity and scale of 
modern animal welfare challenges, nor with the speed at which problems, technologies, and 
ethical issues can emerge.


What this paper has shown is that while the UK already possesses the expertise and many of 
the required tools, these elements are not connected in a way that assures results. Instead, 
responsibility is divided, diluted, and too easily evaded. Real change requires replacing a 
fragmented, reaction-driven system with one that is clear, coordinated, and fit for purpose in the 
twenty-first century.


The Animal Protection Commission embodies this new approach. It draws on successful 
models internationally but is rooted in British values: scientific seriousness, democratic 
openness, and the belief that laws should be more than words on paper. The APC would bridge 
the gap between what we know, what we value, and how we act—ensuring science and 
compassion are united in public policy.


There is no doubt that establishing such a Commission will require political will, investment, and 
determined advocacy. Yet the return is immense. Firstly, millions of animals will gain a better, 
safer, and fairer deal. Secondly, the public will see their expectations translated into reality, with 
fewer scandals, less confusion, and more faith in the system. Thirdly, the UK will signal to the 
world that it intends to remain at the forefront of animal protection, policy innovation, and moral 
leadership.


In conclusion, the time for half-measures has passed. Creating an independent Animal 
Protection Commission is both necessary and achievable. This move will provide the national 
authority, legal force, transparency, adaptability, and moral clarity that current arrangements 
lack. It will allow the United Kingdom to align its institutions with its values and to deliver, at last, 
on the promise of meaningful protection for animals in our society.
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