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The bid to halt air transport of lab animals poses 
an imminent threat to biomedical research.

This week, the campaign group People for the Ethical Treatment 
of Animals (PETA) will take another step forward in its long-
running, and increasingly successful, campaign to halt the 

transport by air of animals destined for the laboratory. It will announce 
that FedEx and UPS, the world’s two largest cargo carriers, have writ-
ten to it to affirm existing policies restricting the transport of most lab 
animals (see page 344). On the face of it, this seems pretty inconse-
quential. After all, neither carrier moves many research animals, and 
there are plenty of cargo firms that could make up any shortfall caused 
by PETA’s pressure. 

But appearances are deceptive: there could yet be an immediate and 
highly problematic effect. UPS has also said that it plans to change its 
policy soon to restrict the transport of amphibians, insects, crustaceans, 
molluscs and fish — all of which it allows at present. This could disrupt 
everything from the availability of the important frog model, Xenopus 
— three of whose major US-based suppliers rely on UPS next-day deliv-
ery — to the provision of the fruitfly Drosophila to international clients 
by the Bloomington Drosophila Stock Center at Indiana University.

And with PETA increasing the pressure, who is to say whether FedEx 
would not follow its arch-rival’s lead and halt the transport of insects 
and other lower species? As with UPS, the effect would be huge. To 
name just a couple: FedEx currently ships fruitflies from suppliers 
including the Drosophila Species Stock Center at the University of 
California, San Diego, and Carolina Biological Supply in Burlington, 

North Carolina. The latter uses FedEx to ship Drosophila, along with 
crayfish, mussels and many other non-mammals, to science teachers. 

If this is not enough to make scientists sit up and take notice, they 
might consider the use of lab rodents, now under threat in India from 
a PETA campaign to halt the transport of all research animals by Air 
India. The National Institute of Nutrition in Hyderabad, a major gov-
ernment supplier of specialized mice, relies on the airline. As PETA 
undertakes a systematic push to target all major cargo carriers, scien-
tists in any country who rely on air freight to deliver rodents should 
be on notice that their turn may be next. Of course, in the increasingly 
global world of science it is already, in many senses, everyone’s turn.

The pronouncements by FedEx and UPS, together with similar bans 
on animal movement made previously by airlines and ferry compa-
nies, are especially worrying because they indicate that biomedi-
cal researchers in many different countries, through reticence and 
passivity, are losing the battle for the hearts and minds of the public 
when it comes to the need for, and legitimacy of, animal research. Why  
else would high-profile companies be willing to indicate, however 
implicitly, that they want no part in a transportation infrastructure 
that is crucial to global biomedical science?

If individual scientists wait until they are personally affected — until 
the day when that mouse carefully bred in Shanghai or Singapore or 
Stockholm cannot be had for love nor money in San Francisco — it 
will be long past too late to mount the vigorous, public campaign in 
defence of animal research that is so sorely called for at this moment.

As researchers join this battle — and join it, they must — they 
should, as a first step, work through their institutions, academic soci-

eties and umbrella groups to make an urgent, 
articulate, unified case to UPS and FedEx that 
the shipping of animals, mammalian and other-
wise, is essential for both biomedical research 
and scientific education. ■

to calculate how anthropogenic global warming will change, or has 
changed, the probability and magnitude of extreme weather and other 
climate-related events. But to make this emerging science of ‘climate 
attribution’ fit to inform legal and societal decisions will require  
enormous research effort.

Attribution is the attempt to deconstruct the causes of observ-
able weather and to understand the physics of why extremes such as 
floods and heatwaves occur. This is important basic research. Extreme 
weather and changing weather patterns — the obvious manifestations 
of global climate change — do not simply reflect easily identifiable 
changes in Earth’s energy balance such as a rise in atmospheric tem-
perature. They usually have complex causes, involving anomalies in 
atmospheric circulation, levels of soil moisture and the like. Solid 
understanding of these factors is crucial if researchers are to improve 
the performance of, and confidence in, the climate models on which 
event attribution and longer-term climate projections depend.

Event attribution is one of the proposed ‘climate services’ —  
seasonal climate prediction is another — that are intended  to pro-
vide society with the information needed to manage the risks and 
costs associated with climate change. Advocates of climate services see 
them as a counterpart to the daily weather forecast. But without the 
computing capacity of a well-equipped national meteorological office,  
heavily model-dependent services such as event attribution and  
seasonal prediction are unlikely to be as reliable.

At a workshop last week in Oxford, UK, convened by the Attribution 
of Climate-related Events group — a loose coalition of scientists from 
both sides of the Atlantic  — some speakers questioned whether event 
attribution was possible at all. It currently rests on a comparison of the 
probability of an observed weather event in the real world with that of 
the ‘same’ event in a hypothetical world without global warming. One 
critic argued that, given the insufficient observational data and the 
coarse and mathematically far-from-perfect climate models used to 

generate attribution claims, they are unjustifiably speculative, basically 
unverifiable and better not made at all. And even if event attribution 
were reliable, another speaker added, the notion that it is useful for 
any section of society is unproven.

Both critics have a point, but their pessimistic conclusion — that 
climate attribution is a non-starter — is too harsh. It is true that many 

climate models are currently not fit for that 
purpose, but they can be improved. Evalu-
ation of how often a climate model pro-
duces a good representation of the type of 
event in question, and whether it does so 
for the right reasons, must become inte-
gral to any attribution exercise. And when 
communicating their results, scientists 
must be open about shortcomings in the 
models used.

It is more difficult to make the case for 
‘usefulness’. None of the industry and government experts at the work-
shop could think of any concrete example in which an attribution 
might inform business or political decision-making. Especially in poor 
countries, the losses arising from extreme weather have often as much 
to do with poverty, poor health and government corruption as with 
a change in climate. The United Nations is planning to set up a fund 
with the aim of reducing loss and damage due to climate change, but 
the complexity of such issues is making negotations difficult. 

These caveats do not mean that event attribution is a lost cause. But 
they are a reminder that designers of climate services must think very 
clearly about how others might want to use the knowledge that cli-
mate scientists produce. That could be a task for social scientists, who 
have good methods for analysing decision-making and social trans-
actions. They need to be more involved in shaping the production and  
dissemination of climate knowledge. ■

“To make this 
emerging science 
of ‘climate 
attribution’ fit 
to inform legal 
and societal 
decisions will 
require enormous 
research effort.” 
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