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Study lists 10 reasons to be skeptical about sentience and
pain in fishes and aquatic invertebrates
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A study authored by 20 scientists from several research institutions in
various countries presents 10 scientifically sound and prudent
reasons to apply Mertonian skepticism to the topics of sentience and
pain in fish and aquatic invertebrates. Photo by Darryl Jory.

A recent study (https://doi.org/10.1080/23308249.2023.2257802) published in the journal Reviews in
Fisheries Science & Aquaculturelists 10 reasons to be skeptical about sentience and pain in fishes and
aquatic invertebrates.

The study’s authors contend that applying Mertonian skepticism (or organized skepticism, which
articulates the idea that the acceptance of all scientific work should be conditional on assessments of
its scientific contribution, objectivity and rigor) toward claims for sentience and pain in fishes and
aquatic invertebrates is scientifically sound and prudent, particularly when those claims are used to
justify legislation regulating the welfare of these taxonomic groups.

“Scientists in the research community have become concerned in recent years after witnessing several
instances where lobby groups have been manipulating various publications to promote animal-rights
ideologies that are being passed off under the banner of animal welfare,” study co-author Dr. Ben
Diggles told the Advocate. “The usual hallmark of an animal rights approach is the development of
‘lose-los€e scenarios, and we give several examples of these, including a worrying case study involving
live crabs held in a restaurant in Melbourne, Australia.”

The study — authored by 20 scientists from several research institutions in Germany, Norway, Canada,
the United States, the United Kingdom, New Zealand, Australia, Singapore and Russia — contends that,
historically, most animal welfare legislation worldwide has been based on a suffering-centered
framework focused on the needs of individual terrestrial vertebrates in food production or laboratory
settings, specifically those that are sentient and, therefore, may suffer during experimentation,
husbandry, and slaughter.
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The authors are supporters of animal welfare and emphasize that it is not about choosing between
welfare and no welfare for fish and aquatic invertebrates, but rather to ensure that important decisions
about their welfare are based on scientifically robust evidence.

The study presents 10 scientifically sound and prudent reasons to be skeptical (in the Mertonian sense)
when the topics of sentience and pain in fish and aquatic invertebrates are used to justify the inclusion
of these organisms in legislation governing their use in the wild, food production or research. These
reasons are:

. Changing definitions;

. Ignoring or dismissing conflicting or contradictory evidence;
. Lack of replicable empirical evidence;

. Ad hominem attacks skeptics;

. Testing of unfalsifiable hypotheses;

. Arbitrary application of criteria;

. Dilution/devaluation of the welfare concept;

. High risk of unintended consequences;

. Dangers of the precautionary approach;

. The need for organized skepticism and critical thinking.
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“These 10 reasons are delivered in the spirit of organized skepticism to orient legislators, decision-
makers and the scientific community and alert them to the need to maintain a high scientific evidential
bar for any operational welfare indicators used for aquatic animals, particularly those mandated by
legislation,” said the authors.
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Fish producers benefit from humane
slaughter techniques

EU legislation requires farmed fish be spared unnecessary pain,
distress or suffering at slaughter, and efficient manual and automated
systems have been developed to help achieve this goal. What's more,
longer shelf life and improved flesh quality have been reported.
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These arguments emphasize why any new operational welfare indicators used to define best practice
guidelines for fish and aquatic invertebrates under suffering-centered welfare frameworks need to be
closely scrutinized for their scientific robustness, relevance and applicability.

... without the application of organized skepticism,
verification and critical thinking to this subject,
there is a high risk of invoking a rapid downward

spiral in scientific rigor ...
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Guidelines should be held to a standard that can be scientifically validated, being measurable,
replicable under all conditions (rather than being specific to certain laboratory contexts), reliable and
hence equivalent to the well-established physiological, pathological, nutritional and health-related
welfare indicators already used to define current best practice for these animals under the pragmatic
animal welfare approach.

High-quality scientific research produces results that are replicable and can be verified independently,
so the authors argue that it is vitally important that any new operational welfare indicators used to
underpin legislation that defines best practice guidelines for the welfare of fish and invertebrates are
valid, robust, measurable, consistent under varying environmental conditions (particularly in the real
world outside the laboratory) and independently replicable and verifiable.

Extending legal protection to fish and aquatic invertebrates is a choice for society, and in many
democracies, politics is the method used to influence that choice. However, science, not politics, is the
method best suited to identify reliable, replicable, and effective operational welfare indicators that can
improve welfare results for fish and invertebrates, the authors concluded.

“Effective welfare can be a ‘win-win’ scenario for both aquatic animals and humans alike,” they wrote.
“Yet without the application of organized skepticism, verification and critical thinking to this subject,
there is a high risk of invoking a rapid downward spiral in scientific rigor, with potentially significant
unintended consequences.”

Read the full study. (https://doi.org/10.1080/23308249.2023.2257802)
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