Establishing an Effective Animal Protection Commission in the United Kingdom

The establishment of a Governmental Animal Protection Commission (APC) in the United Kingdom
represents a critical step towards addressing systemic weaknesses in animal welfare governance. Current
structures, such as the Animal Welfare Committee (AWC) and Scottish Animal Welfare Commission (SAWC),
operate within constrained mandates, focusing primarily on advisory roles without legislative authority. This
paper argues that an effective APC must transcend fragmented oversight, mitigate regulatory capture, and
institutionalise ethical accountability. Drawing on comparative models, including proposals for Independent
Offices of Animal Protection and the RSPCA's strategic goals, it outlines core principles for the APC:
legislative empowerment, independence from industry influence, transparent decision-making, and public
participation. The paper concludes that a statutory APC, integrated with environmental and social justice
agendas, could realign governance to reflect societal values and scientific evidence, ensuring animals are
protected as sentient beings rather than commodities.

Introduction

Animal welfare governance in the UK is characterised by a patchwork of advisory bodies, including
the Animal Welfare Committee (AWC) and Scottish Animal Welfare Commission (SAWC). While
these entities provide expertise, their recommendations often lack enforceability, and their mandates
are siloed across departments responsible for agriculture, environment, and rural affairs. This
fragmentation perpetuates regulatory capture, where industry interests disproportionately shape
policy outcomes, marginalising both public concern and ethical imperatives. The 2021 Animal
Sentience Act, though progressive in recognising animal sentience, has not resolved structural
deficiencies in oversight. Against this backdrop, this paper examines how a Governmental Animal
Protection Commission (APC) could be designed to overcome these challenges, ensuring animal
welfare is prioritised as a cross-departmental objective.

Challenges in Current Governance

1. Regulatory Capture and Fragmentation

The AWC'’s terms of reference limit its role to advising Defra and devolved governments on
welfare standards, primarily for farmed and companion animals. However, Defra’s dual
mandate-to promote agricultural productivity and regulate welfare-creates inherent conflicts.
Similar issues arise in Scotland, where SAWC’s recommendations must align with the
Scottish Government’s economic priorities. This dynamic reflects a broader pattern of
regulatory capture, where departments responsible for animal welfare are simultaneously
tasked with supporting industries that often contravene welfare ideals.

2. Democratic Deficit
Public support for stronger animal protections is well-documented, yet policymaking remains
opaque and unresponsive. For instance, the AWC’s consultations rarely involve participatory
mechanisms, such as citizens’ assemblies, that could amplify public voices. The absence of
formal channels for civic input undermines democratic legitimacy and perpetuates a gap
between societal values and policy outcomes.

3. Enforcement Gaps
Existing bodies lack authority to mandate compliance or penalise violations. The AWC’s
advice on slaughterhouse regulations, for example, has no binding force, leading to



inconsistent enforcement across regions. This ad hoc approach fails to address systemic
issues, such as industrial farming practices that compromise animal welfare and
environmental sustainability.

Core Elements of an Effective Animal Protection Commission

1.

Legislative Authority

An APC must be established through primary legislation, granting it powers to draft
regulations, monitor compliance, and impose sanctions. The Model Animal Welfare Act,
proposed by World Animal Net, offers a template for enshrining enforceable standards.
Unlike the AWC, the APC should operate independently of Defra, reporting directly to
Parliament to avoid conflicts of interest.

Independence and Expertise

To mitigate regulatory capture, the APC’s governance structure must insulate it from industry
influence. Commissioners should be appointed via open recruitment, with fixed terms and
criteria emphasising expertise in animal ethics, veterinary science, and public policy. The
Scottish model, where SAWC members serve in a personal capacity rather than representing
organisations, provides a precedent for safeguarding impartiality.

Transparency and Accountability

The APC should publish detailed reports on policy impacts, enforcement actions, and
interactions with stakeholders. Mandatory disclosure of lobbying activities, akin to proposals
for an Independent Office of Animal Protection, would enhance accountability. Public
hearings and annual reviews by parliamentary committees could further ensure transparency.

Public Participation

Deliberative democratic processes, such as citizens’ assemblies, should inform APC
priorities. The RSPCA’s call for statutory powers to involve civil society in inspections
aligns with this principle, fostering inclusivity and legitimising decisions.

Integration with Broader Agendas

Animal welfare cannot be isolated from climate policy, public health, or social justice. The
APC should collaborate with environmental agencies, public health bodies, and devolved
administrations to mainstream animal protection into broader governance frameworks.

Implementation Strategies

1.

Legislative Drafting and Cross-Party Support

A draft bill for the APC should be developed in consultation with legal experts, NGOs, and
parliamentary allies. The Centre for Animals and Social Justice (CASJ) has already proposed
a framework for an APC, which could be adapted to incorporate lessons from Scotland’s
SAWC and international models. Cross-party backing is essential, given the political
sensitivity of agricultural reforms.

Stakeholder Engagement

Pre-legislative scrutiny should involve consultations with farmers, veterinarians, and animal
advocacy groups. Pilot programmes, such as regional enforcement partnerships, could
demonstrate the APC’s viability and build stakeholder trust.

Funding and Resources
The APC’s budget must be ring-fenced to prevent resource dependency on departments with



conflicting priorities. Allocating a percentage of agricultural subsidies to fund the APC, as
suggested in the RSPCA’s 2030 strategy, could ensure financial sustainability.

4. Phased Rollout
Initial focus areas might include industrial farming and wildlife trade, where regulatory gaps
are most acute. Over time, the APC’s remit could expand to address emerging issues, such as
gene-editing technologies or climate-driven habitat loss.
Conclusion

Establishing an Animal Protection Commission demands systemic reform, not merely bureaucratic
reorganisation. By embedding animal welfare within democratic governance, the APC could bridge
the gap between ethical imperatives and policy action, ensuring animals are recognised as sentient
beings rather than economic units. Success hinges on legislative courage, public engagement, and a
commitment to transcending sectoral interests. As Albert Schweitzer observed, ethical progress lies
not in abstract ideals but in institutions that translate compassion into concrete protections.
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