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Jerald Silverman, DVM, Column Coordinator 

Authority to euthanize
 

Josh Scofield’s research used C57Bl/6 mice, 
a strain he had used for years. Some of his 
animals had a dermatitis that was typical 
for the strain, and these animals usually 
received palliative care from Great Eastern 
University’s veterinary service. When treat­
ment could no longer provide adequate 
relief, the mouse was euthanized. There 
had never been any dif ficult y b etween 
Scofield and the school’s veterinarians until 
he and one of the veterinarians disagreed 
about whether a particular mouse should 
b e eut h an iz e d . S c of i e l d s ai d it sh ou l d 
not be euthanized because grant money 
was tight and he needed to gain as much 
information as possible from every animal. 
The veterinarian said the mouse should 
b e euthanize d b e cause it was suf fer ing. 
The attending veterinarian was consulted, 
and s he c onf ir m e d t he opin i on of t h e 
first veterinarian, adding that the animal 
was nearly moribund and that the longer 
euthanasia was delayed, the more likely it 

ReSponSe 

Compassionate 
and rational 

Jamie Lewis, BA, CpIA, RLATG, 
Judy Barnett, BS, CMAR, RLATG & 
Brian Gordon, DVM, DACLAM 

In our o pini on, t h e v ete r in ar i a n a c t e d 
comp assionately and rat ionally and did 
not overstep his authority by euthanizing 
the mouse against the researcher’s wishes. 
In de cisions about humane endp oints, 
regulatory guidance, protocol parameters 
a n d p r o f  e s s i  o n a l  j  u dg m e n t m u s t  b e 
considered. We assume that Great Eastern 
University has a Public He alth S er vice 
( P H S ) As s u r a n ce . T h e P H S Pol i c y on 
Hu m a n e C a r e a n d Us e o f L a b o r at o r y 

was that Scofield would not be able to use 
any of the data obtained from the mouse. 
S cofield st rong ly dis agree d and said he 
would euthanize the mouse the following 
morning. There was a temporary stalemate, 
dur ing w hi ch t im e t he m o us e’s h e a lt h 
deteriorated, Scofield continued to refuse 
euthanasia and, finally, the veterinarian 
to o k it up on h i m s elf t o e ut h an iz e t h e 
mouse, knowing full well that there would 
be negative repercussions. 

Scofield vented his anger on the IACUC 
and Institutiona l Of ficial (IO). The IO 
acknowledged his concerns but would only 
commit to supporting any decision made 
by t he IACUC. T h e IACUC c h air m an 
est ablishe d an ad hoc subcommitte e to 
investigate the incident and determine how 
to pre vent a rec ur rence. The f irst thing 
the subcommittee did was to consider an 
investigator’s authority to refuse euthanasia 
of an animal and a veterinarian’s authority to 
euthanize an animal contrary to the wishes 

Animals1 cont ains the US G over nment 
Pr inciples for the Ut ilization and C are 
of Ver tebrate Animals Us ed in Testing, 
Research, and Training. Principle I states, 
“c are a n d us e of an im a ls shou l d b e i n 
accordance with the Animal Welfare Act2 

and other applicable Federal laws.” 
The attending veter inar ian (AV) has 

t h e re s p onsi bi lit y “f or t h e he a lt h and 
well-being of all laboratory animals used 
at t h e i n s t it ut i on” 3. Ad di t i o n a l l y, t h e 
Animal Welfare Act regulations state that 
“[e]ach research facility shall assure that 
the attending veterinarian has appropriate 
authority to ensure the provision of adequate 
veterinary care”4. We believe that the AV 
should make the final decision concerning 
animal welfare. Veterinarians working under 
the direction of the AV should be considered 
the AV’s delegates and therefore hold the 
same authority. In this case, the AV had been 

of an investigator. The Guide for the Care 
and Use of Laboratory Animals1 (the Guide) 
provided the subcommittee with guidelines 
for the emergency care of animals, and the 
subcommittee members believed that the 
current problem could have been considered 
a n e m e r g e n c y. B u t t h e Gui d e s ee m ed 
to give the veterinarian the authority to 
euthanize an animal only if two conditions 
were met: first, that she or he could not 
reach consensus with the investigator, and 
second, that the IO, attending veterinarian 
and IACUC had previously delegated such 
authority to the veterinary staff. The latter 
condition had never been met. 

What is your opinion? Did the veterinarian 
have legitimate authority to euthanize the 
mouse, or did he overstep his authority in 
doing so out of compassion for the animal? 

1.	 Institute for Laboratory Animal Research. Guide for 
the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals 8th edn. 
(National Academies Press, Washington, DC, 2011). 

consulted and agreed that euthanasia of the 
mouse was appropriate. 

Investigator rights are described both in 
the protocol and in the regulations. Animal 
m a n i p u l at i o n s a n d h um a n e e n d p o in t 
criteria should be clearly described in the 
protocol, and appropriate pain levels should 
be assigned to these activities. When animal 
suffering goes beyond that described in the 
protocol, veterinarians and investigators 
shou ld dis c uss how to proce ed, but t he 
American College of L aborator y Animal 
Medicine position statement on Adequate 
Veterinary Care5, endorsed by the Guide for 
the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals3 , 
states that “the veterinarian... must have 
the authority to remove an animal from 
an experiment which is adversely affecting 
its well-being beyond a level reviewed and 
approved by the IACUC.” Scofield could 
amend his protocol to include dermatitis 
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protocol review 

effects in the humane endpoint criteria and	 A word from OLAW 
provide scientific justification for allowing 
the mice to progress to a moribund state, 
but currently his protocol does not contain 
this information, placing the mouse’s well­
being in the hands of the veterinary staff. 

How can Great Eastern prevent this from 
recurring? An objective, humane endpoint 
scoring chart that includes potential clinical 
symptoms in addition to model-related 
s y mpt om s c an b e u s e d by an ima l c are 
personnel to make consistent decisions about 
treatment and euthanasia. Official delegation 
of final decision-making authority to the 
veterinar y staff by the AV, IO and IACUC 
should be documented. Finally, the spirit of 
the law in this situation should be considered. 
Avoidance of unapproved animal suffering 
is the focus of much regulatory guidance, 
and w e t h in k t h i s s it u at i on prov id e s a 
good example of an animal program that 
understands this objective. 

In response to the questions posed in this scenario, the Office of Laboratory Animal 
Welfare (OLAW) offers the following guidance: 

In responding to this scenario, OLAW assumes that Great Eastern university has 
an Animal Welfare Assurance with OLAW. The scenario asks the reader to consider the 
authority of a clinical veterinarian to euthanize an animal. 

The decision to euthanize an animal experiencing unrelieved pain and distress is clearly 
within the authority of the veterinarian in the described scenario. It is also an essential 
responsibility in the program of veterinary care and a requirement in the Guide for the 
Care and Use of Laboratory Animals (the Guide). The Guide states, “the institution must 
provide the AV [Attending Veterinarian] with sufficient authority, including access to all 
animals, and resources to manage the program of veterinary care” and “if the investigator 
and veterinary staff cannot reach consensus on treatment, the veterinarian must have the 
authority, delegated by senior administration and the IACuC, to treat the animal, remove 
it from the experiment, institute appropriate measures to relieve severe pain or distress, 
or perform euthanasia if necessary”1. The failure of the IACuC and Institutional Official to 
formally delegate such authority to the veterinary staff is not compliant with the Public 
Health Service Policy on Humane Care and Use of Laboratory Animals2 and is reportable to 
OLAW. Consideration of the animal and relief of suffering is a basic tenet of uS Government 
Principle VI and should be the default in decisions concerning euthanasia3. Maximizing 
the data obtained to the detriment of the animal because of budgetary limitations is 
inexcusable, and the IACuC is well-advised to counsel the investigator. 

1.	 Public Health Service. Policy on Humane Care 
and Use of Laboratory Animals (uS Department 
of Health and Human Services, Washington, DC, 
1986; amended 2002). 

2.	 Animal Welfare Act. 7 u.S.C. § 2131 et seq. 
3.	 Institute for Laboratory Animal Research. Guide for 

the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals 8th edn. 
(National Academies Press, Washington, DC, 2011). 

4.	 Animal Welfare Act Regulations. 9 CFR. Part 2, 
Subpart C, 2.33(a)(2). 

5.	 American College of Laboratory Animal 
Medicine. Adequate Veterinary Care. <http:// 
www.aclam.org/education-and-training/ 
position-statements-and-reports> 

Lewis is Protocol Liaison, PAM Program, Research 
Services; Barnett is Protocol Liaison, PAM Program, 
Research Services; and Gordon is Attending 
Veterinarian and Executive Director, Animal Resource 
Center at University of Texas Medical Branch, 
Galveston, TX. 

Cooperation and 
compassion 

pratibha Kapoor, DVM, MS, Cert LAM & 
G.W. Lawson, DVM, phD, DACLAM 

T h i s s c e n ar i o i s, un for tun ate ly, a l l t o o 
common in biomedical research. In most 
cases, investigators care deeply about the 
well-being of their research animals and 
comply with veterinary recommendations. 
In s om e c a s e s, h ow e v e r, inve s t ig at o r s 

1.	 Institute for Laboratory Animal Research. Guide for the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals 8th edn. 
(National Academies Press, Washington, DC, 2011). 

2.	 Public Health Service. Policy on Humane Care and Use of Laboratory Animals (uS Department of 
Health and Human Services, Washington, DC, 1986; amended 2002). 

3.	 Interagency Research Animal Committee. u.S. Government Principles for the utilization and Care of 
Vertebrate Animals used in Testing, Research, and Training (Office of Science and Technology Policy, 
Washington, DC, 1985). 

patricia Brown, VMD, MS, DACLAM 
Director
 
OLAW, OER, OD, NIH, HHS
 

may b e resist ant or even hostile toward 
decisions of the veterinarians, particularly 
when they are faced with pressures such as 
limited finances or time during the course 
of research. 

The primary goal of a laboratory animal 
v et e r in a r i a n i s t o h e l p in v e s t ig a t o r s 
collect data while ensuring welfare of the 
research animals. In our assessment, the 
veterinarian had the legitimate authority 
to euthanize Scofield’s mouse because the 
institution must have submitted an Animal 
We lf are Ass uran c e to c omp ly w it h t h e 
Public Health S er vice Policy on Humane 
C a r e a n d Us e o f L a b o r a t o r y An i m a l s 
(PHS Policy)1. The institution’s program 
of animal care and us e des cr ib ed in t he 
Assurance must have included details on 
authority of the veterinarian for providing 
emergency care including euthanasia of the 
research animals. The PHS Policy requires 
institutions to follow the Guide for the Care 

and Use of Laboratory Animals (the Guide)2 

in providing care to the research animals. 
Per the Guide, the IACUC, in consultation 
with veterinar ians, determines humane 
e ndp oints for re s e arc h an im a l s, w h i ch 
may not coincide with the study endpoints. 
T he at te n din g vete r in ar i a n c onc ur re d 
w i t h t h e v et e r in a r i a n t h at t h e m o u s e 
wa s “ne arl y m or ibund”. Mo st IACUCs 
interpret ‘moribund’ to mean “near death, 
animal may or may not b e conscious”3 . 
Various clinical symptoms such as extreme 
emaciation, unresponsiveness, respiratory 
distress and inactivity may be indicative 
of moribund condition4. The veterinarian 
made cons cientious ef for ts to conv ince 
the principal investigator (PI) to euthanize 
the mouse, but the PI refused. The clinical 
c ondition of the mouse wors ene d. The 
vet e r in ar i an a c te d c omp a ss i on at e l y by 
euthanizing the mouse, an act that was well 
within his authority and job description. 
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A b etter way to handle this situation 
would have been for the PI, the veterinarian 
a n d p e r h ap s t h e IACUC c h a ir p e r s o n 
to a s s e s s t h e clini c a l c on dit i on of t h e 
m o u s e t o g et h e r b y t h e c a g e s i d e . I f a 
consensus could not be reached regarding 
euthanizing the mouse, the veterinarian 
could have presented this case to the full 
IACUC committee. In the meantime, the 
veterinarian could have continued to offer 
supp ort to the PI. B oth t he PI and t he 
veterinarian have vital roles in the success of 
a research project. A culture of cooperation 
an d c omp a ss i on w i l l c ont r i but e t o t he 
satisfactory resolution of such issues. 

1.	 Public Health Service. Policy on Humane Care 
and Use of Laboratory Animals (uS Department 
of Health and Human Services, Washington, DC, 
1986; amended 2002). 

2.	 Institute for Laboratory Animal Research. Guide for 
the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals 8th edn. 
(National Academies Press, Washington, DC, 2011). 

3.	 Silverman, j., Suckow, M.A. & Murthy, S. The IACUC 
Handbook 3rd edn. (CRC Press, Boca Raton, FL, 
2014). 

4.	 Bayne, K. & Turner, P.V. Laboratory Animal 
Welfare (Academic, London, 2014). 

Kapoor is veterinarian in small animal practice in 
Birmingham, AL, and Lawson is Associate Director of 
DLAM, University of California, Los Angeles, CA. 

ReSponSe 

Veterinarian’s 
responsibility 

Deyanira Santiago, MBA, RLATG & 
Ann Marie Dinkel, MBA, RLATG 

The Veter inarian’s O at h1 s e ems to be a 
go od star t ing point for this discussion: 
“I s o l e m n ly s we a r t o us e my s ci e nt if i c 
know ledge and skills for the benefit of 
society through the protection of animal 
health and welfare, the prevention and relief 
of animal suffering…”. A veterinarian’s first 
concern should be the welfare of an animal. 

If an animal is suffering and moribund, then 
it is the veterinarian’s ethical responsibility 
to a lleviate that suf fering, including, if 
needed, by euthanizing the animal. 

Numerous organizations emphasize and 
reiterate that responsibility. The American 
Veterinary Medical Association Guidelines 
for Euthan a sia dis c uss eut hanas i a and 
veterinary medical ethics2. The American 
College of Laboratory Animal Medicine’s 
statement on adequate care reads, “ The 
veterinarian must have the responsibility 
and authority to assure that handling [and] 
euthanasia are administered as required to 
relieve pain and such suffering in research 
animals…”3. And the Association for the 
Assessment and Accreditation of Laboratory 
Animal Care International has issued a 
posit ion statement title d The Attending 
Veterinarian and Veterinary Care4 . 

The resp onsibilities of the Attending 
Veter inar ian (AV) are address e d in the 
Animal Welfare Act regulations5, which 
define the AV as the “person… who has 
direct or delegated authority for activities 
i nv o l v i n g a n i m a l s” a n d f u r t h e r s t at e s 
that “[e]ach research facility shall employ 
an attending veterinar ian under formal 
arrangements.” 

Scofield’s animals had a known history of 
dermatitis with treatment and euthanasia 
as recommended by the veterinar y staff, 
and there had been no past problems with 
t h i s st rat e g y. But in t h is c a s e , S c of i e l d 
objected when a veterinarian recommended 
euthanizing a nearly moribund mouse. The 
attending veterinarian (AV) agreed with the 
veterinarian’s assessment. The veterinarian 
chos e to eut hanize the mous e w hen its 
condition deteriorated. He may have acted 
out of compassion or on t he b elief that 
it was a reasonable action on the basis of 
past practices. 

T he G u i d e f o r t h e C are a n d Us e o f 
Laborator y Animals6 states that “overall 
Pro g ram d i re c t i on s h ou l d b e a sh are d 
re sp ons i bi l it y among t h e IO, AV, an d 
IACUC” but does not indicate that each 

entity must be a par t of e ver y singular 
decision within the animal program. Since 
Gre at E aster n h a s an IACUC a n d t h e 
investigator commented on lack of funding, 
it is safe to assume there is an Institutional 
Assurance document describing the animal 
c are pro g ram. T h at d o c um e nt sh ou l d 
include a description of the responsibility 
of the AV and his or her designees. A line 
of authority should be clearly delineated 
for all responsible parties: the Institutional 
Official (IO), the AV and the IACUC. This 
documentation would surely have made the 
subcommittee’s investigation much easier. 
It would be ver y difficult to get all three 
responsible entities to meet and delegate 
a u t h o r i t y t o t h e c lin i c a l v et e r in a r i a n 
each time a situation such as this occurs. 
Therefore, a written documentation of how 
the program will be managed in the future 
is crucial for good animal care and good 
animal research. This suggestion is in line 
with the emergency care section of the Guide 
addressing the need for delegated authority. 

1.	 American Veterinary Medical Association. 
Veterinarian’s Oath. <http://www.avma.org/KB/ 
Policies/Pages/veterinarians-oath.aspx> 

2.	 American Veterinary Medical Association. AVMA 
Guidelines for the Euthanasia of Animals: 2013 
Edition (AVMA, Schaumburg, IL, 2013). 

3.	 American College of Laboratory Animal 
Medicine. Adequate Veterinary Care. <http:// 
www.aclam.org/education-and-training/ 
position-statements-and-reports> 

4.	 Association for the Assessment and 
Accreditation of Laboratory Animal Care 
International. The Attending Veterinarian and 
Veterinary Care. <http://www.aaalac.org/ 
accreditation/positionstatements.cfm#vetcare> 

5.	 Animal Welfare Act Regulations. 9 CFR. Chapter 1, 
Subchapter A—Animal Welfare. Part 2, 
Regulations. (1.1; 2.33). 

6.	 Institute for Laboratory Animal Research. Guide for 
the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals 8th edn. 
(National Academies Press, Washington, DC, 
2011). 

Santiago is Assistant Director, Office of Research 
Integrity & Compliance, West Virginia University, 
Morgantown, WV, and Dinkel is Trainer and 
Consultant, Training and Operations Consulting 
Services and Adjunct Faculty, Delaware Technical 
Community College, Georgetown, DE. 
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