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The science of animal welfare and its relevance to whales

DM Broom

Synopsis
The welfare of animals is a major factor affecting the accept-

ability of human activities, and hence their sustainability,

and whales are the subject of much concern because they are

considered to be sentient animals. The scientific study of

animal welfare has developed rapidly and now allows eval-

uation of the effects on whale welfare of disturbance by

boats, harpoon entry, pulling whales to a boat, capture proce-

dures, the point of unconsciousness and consequences for

animals that escape. Useful data are now being collected on

some aspects but recent evidence shows that, on average,

during the capture and killing of whales, there is a high

magnitude of poor welfare and the procedure is not humane.

Introduction
It is a widely held view in most countries that we have obli-

gations to all animals that we use, or with which we interact,

and that these obligations include avoiding or minimising

poor welfare in the animals (Broom 2003, 2006; Fraser

2008). A central question, when decisions are made about

whether a system for exploiting resources should be used, is

whether or not the system is sustainable (Aland & Madec

2009). The fact that something is profitable and there is a

demand for the product is not now sufficient reason for the

continuation of production. A system or procedure is

sustainable if it is acceptable now and if its effects will be

acceptable in future, in particular in relation to resource

availability, consequences of functioning and morality of

action (Broom 2001, 2010a). Animal welfare is one of the

key reasons why an activity or a system of production may

not be acceptable. There are many examples of the actions

of consumers and the general public in boycotting the

products of companies or countries whose actions are

thought to be morally wrong (Bennett et al 2002).

Several species of whales and dolphins have been demon-

strated by experimental studies to have the characteristics of

sentient animals and their pain and adrenal systems function

in the same way as those of other mammals (Reiss &

Marino 2001; Desportes et al 2007; Broom 2007a, 2010b).

Hence, it would seem reasonable to assume that all

cetaceans are sentient.

The development of animal welfare science
Animal welfare science has developed rapidly in recent

years. Welfare refers to a characteristic of the individual

animal rather than something given to the animal by people

(Duncan 1981). Broom (1986) defined the welfare of an

individual as its state as regards its attempts to cope with its

environment. It has been emphasised (Duncan 1981; Broom

1988, 1991a,b; Broom & Johnson 2000; Fraser 2008) that

welfare can be measured scientifically, independently of

any moral considerations. Once the welfare has been objec-

tively assessed, using such measures, ethical decisions can

be taken about what is to be done about it. The definition

refers to a characteristic of the individual at the time, ie how

well it is faring  (Broom & Fraser 2007; Broom 2008). This

state of the individual will vary on a scale from very good

to very poor. Welfare will be poor if there is difficulty in

coping or failure to cope so that the individual is harmed.

One or more coping strategies may be used to attempt to

cope with a particular challenge so a wide range of

measures of welfare may be needed to assess welfare.

Feelings, such as pain, fear and pleasure, are often a part of

a coping strategy and they are a key part of welfare (Duncan

& Petherick 1991; Broom 1991b, 1998). They are adaptive

aspects of an individual’s biology which must have evolved

to help in survival just as aspects of anatomy, physiology and

behaviour have evolved. Fear and pain can play an important

role in the most urgent coping responses, such as avoidance

of predator attack or risk of immediate injury. Coping with

pathology is necessary if welfare is to be good so health is an

important part of the broader concept of welfare, not
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