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Abstract
This paper summarises a presentation delivered at the 
IAT/LAVA Congress 2025 by Lucy Onions and Georgie 
Wilkinson. 

It highlights how small refinements in animal care and 
communication practices at the University of Leicester have 
led to significant improvements in Animal Welfare, research 
quality and staff collaboration. The collaborative efforts 
between technical staff, Named Veterinary Surgeons  
(NVS) and researchers, demonstrate the power of open 
dialogue and shared responsibility in advancing the 3Rs 
principles in laboratory animal science.

Introduction
The refinement of animal care practices is a cornerstone 
of ethical research involving animals. At the University 
of Leicester, a culture of collaboration has fostered 
innovative approaches to Animal Welfare. This paper 
presents key refinements and their impacts, as shared 
in the small changes, big differences presentation at 
the IAT/LAVA Congress.
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Haven’t the time to write a paper but want to have something published? Then read on!

This section offers readers the opportunity to submit informal contributions about any
aspects of Animal Technology. Comments, observations, descriptions of new or refined
techniques, new products or equipment, old products or equipment adapted to new use,
any subject that may be useful to technicians in other institutions. Submissions can be
presented as technical notes and do not need to be structured and can be as short or as
long as is necessary. Accompanying illustrations and/or photos should be high resolution.

NB. Descriptions of new products or equipment submitted by manufacturers are welcome
but should be a factual account of the product. However, the Editorial Board gives no
warranty as to the accuracy or fitness for purpose of the product.

What 3Rs idea have you developed?
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Background
Emma was invited to write an article as a 3Rs
champion in NC3Rs ‘Tech 3Rs’ Issue 5, November
2019.

Here is her response describing how she has used an
automated system to reduce how frequently mouse
cage bedding is changed without compromising
cleanliness.

Introduction
Our unit opened in 2017, during the procurement of
new equipment we had the opportunity to purchase a
digital ventilated rack system from Tecniplast UK. The
cages are referred to as the Digitally Ventilated Cage or
DVC. This system uses the data collected by sensors
below the cage to flag when to clean out based on the
change in an electromagnetic signal. To have this
functionality we first needed to create an algorithm
during a learning phase.

The learning phase: devising an
algorithm
We held a meeting to agree what warranted a cage base
change based on pictures to avoid being subjective. We
referred to the Home Office Codes of Practice for the
housing and care of animals bred, supplied or used for
scientific purposes (HOCoP) for advice on husbandry
practices to set our criteria, balancing hygiene and the
importance of olfactory cues to rodents and their need
for control over their environment.1

We started the trial, noting when the cage reached the
point it required a base change. We assessed air
quality, what proportion of the cage base was wet and
whether the animals still had choice over their
environment and their ability to show spatial separation
of different behaviours such as nesting and excretion,
for example their nest was free of faeces. During the
‘learning phase’ we asked our Named Veterinary
Surgeon (NVS) and Home Office inspector (HOI) to
check that they agreed with our assessment.
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Case studies

Rabbit surgery
Challenges: Stress from anaesthesia, handling and 
complex procedures.

Refinements implemented:
−	 3-week acclimatisation period before surgery.
−	 Double-length open cages with visual contact with 

other rabbits.
−	 Playpen access twice weekly.
−	 Box training to reduce handling stress (Figure 1).
−	 Sedation in home room to improve effectiveness 

and reduce dosage.
−	 Oral analgesia instead of injections, with pre-training 

using sweetened fluids.
−	 Score sheets co-developed for consistent welfare 

monitoring.

Conclusion
These refinements demonstrate that small, targeted 
changes can yield substantial benefits in Animal 
Welfare and research outcomes. The success of these 
initiatives underscores the importance of fostering a 
Culture of Care, where all stakeholders are empowered 
to contribute. The use of regular training sessions 
helps to sustain momentum and ensure consistency 
in practice.

The collaborative model adopted at the University of 
Leicester serves as a blueprint for other institutions aiming 
to enhance Animal Welfare. By prioritising communication, 
training and shared responsibility, research teams can 
implement meaningful refinements that support both 
ethical standards and scientific integrity.
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Figure 1. Box training.

Cross-species refinements
Rodents: Transition from intraperitoneal/subcutaneous 
injection (IP/SC) to oral dosing.
−	 Mice: Trained to provide urine samples on well plates 

using positive reinforcement (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Collection of mouse urine sample.

Figure 3. Learn sessions.

−	 Body condition scoring (BCS): Promoted as a routine 
welfare check, especially useful in breeding and tumour 
studies. 

−	 Blinding and randomisation: Randomisation carried 
out by technicians at weaning to allow animals to 
settle before studies start. Encouraged through 
training and support, including NC3Rs workshops.

 

Communication and culture
Key practices to foster collaboration and a Culture of 
Care:
−	 Open dialogue between NVS, technician and 

researchers.
−	 Regular vet visits, lunch and learn sessions (Figure 3).
−	 Digital communication via email, Teams, WhatsApp.
−	 Emphasis on mutual respect, shared learning and 

continuous improvement.

Small changes, big differences: collaborative refinements in animal research


