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Studies of early life stages may require very large numbers of individuals.  In all cases, studies 
should be designed to use the fewest animals necessary to reliably answer the questions posed.  
The use of adequate numbers to establish variance and to ensure reliability is essential so as to 
prevent needless repetition of the study (ASIH et al. 1987, 1988).  A true “replicate” is the 
smallest experimental unit to which a treatment can be applied independently.  Pseudoreplication 
can result from wrongly treating multiple samples from one experimental unit as multiple 
experimental units or from using experimental units that are not statistically independent 
(Heffner et al. 1996).  Statistical power analysis can improve designs of experiments (Peterman 
1990).  Conducting statistical power analyses ensures the development of study designs that have 
the appropriate statistical power to accomplish research objectives. 

2.4 Mortality as an Experimental Endpoint 
In laboratory studies, experimental endpoints, other than death of the experimental subjects, 
should be developed unless mortality is required by the study protocol.  The use of mortality as 
an endpoint is appropriate when one or both of the following criteria are met: (1) Little or no 
information pertaining to research objectives is available on the species of interest or the 
experimental variable being imposed  (e.g., short-term, limited mortality studies may be used to 
develop experimental limits for subsequent sublethal studies), and (2) mortality data are required, 
or at least preferred, by a sponsoring agency to provide a basis for criteria development as part of 
a regulatory process.  Studies that require mortality endpoints include, but are not limited to, 
those concerning the effects of pathogens and parasites, toxicological research, and physiological 
tolerance. 

2.5 Fish Health Management: Control of Pathogens and Parasites 
In laboratory studies involving fishes, healthy subjects are prerequisites for reliable data (Jenkins 
2011a), unless an infectious disease is part of the experimental protocol.  Fish used in research 
must be free of any notable microbial presence that could indicate a diseased condition.  Fish 
free from infectious fish pathogens generally will be satisfactory; however, an unrecognized 
disease condition, even at chronic or nonlethal levels, can seriously confound research results 
(Lawrence et al. 2012).   The source of fish used in research will, in general, influence their 
health status.  Fish raised in captivity have a level of health oversight that will not occur in wild-
caught fish.  When inquiring about the health status of fish at a culture facility, the researcher can 
request specific information including any available fish health inspection reports.  When fish are 
brought into a laboratory setting from the wild, the researcher should expect that microorganisms 
are present.  If no disease symptoms are apparent, this is no guarantee that these wild-caught fish 
are free from problematic disease organisms.  Once those fish are in a laboratory setting, the 
culture conditions and associated stressors will be very different from those in the natural 
environment, whereby an active disease event can develop.  Many laboratories will administer 
formalin baths to newly arrived fish during an acclimation period (see section 7.3 Acclimation to 
Laboratory Conditions). The goal is to eliminate external protozoa and monogeneans from the 
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4. Animal Welfare Considerations 

4.1 General Considerations 
Research involving living animals, including fishes, must be based on experimental designs and 
animal care practices that can lead to scientifically valid results.  Fishes are acutely sensitive to 
stress (e.g., Barton and Iwama 1991), and responses may include changes in behavior (e.g., 
Martins et al. 2012), reduced growth, changes in osmotic status, suppressed immune systems 
(with consequent disease onset), and altered reproductive capacity  (Iwama et al. 2006; Schreck 
et al. 2001; Schreck 2010).  Accordingly, unless the experimental objectives require actions or 
conditions designed to test responses to stress, fishes should be maintained, handled, and tested 
under conditions that will not create such responses.  The Guidelines addresses the conduct of 
scientific research and focuses on established facts and the processes through which knowledge 
is developed.  Research plans submitted to IACUCs should address animal care considerations, 
in addition to the details of research goals, objectives, and procedures.  The extent to which 
IACUCs incorporate personal values concerning animal welfare into their institutional guidelines 
is determined within each institution. 

4.2 Stress 
The study of stress has focused on how animals have evolved physiological and behavioral 
mechanisms to address the challenges of changing environmental conditions and then to permit 
them to maintain homeostasis, or self-sustaining balance.  The set of environmental variables 
(conditions) best suited for the well-being of each species typically encompasses a specific range 
for each factor and species (see section 5.7 Facilities for Temporary Holding and Maintenance), 
as stress responses are species-specific (Schreck 2010).  Accordingly, when fishes are 
maintained within these ranges, a state of homeostatic balance is expected.  Deviations from 
homeostasis characterize a stress response.  While many definitions for stress have been 
proposed, we employ the definition of Schreck (2000) and Schreck et al. (2001): “a physiological 
cascade of events that occurs when the organism is attempting to resist death or reestablish 
homeostatic norms in the face of insult.”  When stressed, fish generally attempt to reestablish 
homeostasis via a process known as “allostasis regulation in which they adjust their 
physiological function to re-establish a dynamic balance” (Sterling and Eyer 1988).  While 
allostasis is generally adaptive because it helps keep animals alive in the face of a short-term 
stressor(s), it can be maladaptive over the long term and have negative consequences on growth, 
reproduction, and immunological health (Schreck 2010).  Accordingly, investigators need to 
understand those factors that might cause stress in their experimental animal(s), the potential 
consequences, and how stress might be avoided by optimizing experimental conditions.   
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The Canadian Council on Animal Care (CCAC)
is the national peer review agency responsible
for setting and maintaining standards for the
care and use of animals used in research, teach-
ing and testing throughout Canada. In addition
to the Guide to the Care and Use of Experimental
Animals, vol. 1, 2nd ed., 1993 and vol. 2, 1984,
which provide the general principles for the
care and use of animals, the CCAC also publish-
es detailed guidelines on issues of current and
emerging concerns. The CCAC guidelines on: the
care and use of fish in research, teaching and testing
is the seventh of this series. This document
supersedes Chapter I - Fish, Guide to the Care and
Use of Experimental Animals, vol. 2 (CCAC,
1984).

These guidelines aim to provide information for
investigators, animal care committees, facility
managers and animal care staff that will assist
in improving both the care given to fishes and
the manner in which experimental procedures
are carried out.

The present document has drawn substantially
from the work of organizations listed in
Appendix A. Their contributions to the devel-
opment of these guidelines are gratefully
acknowledged.

The guidelines have been developed by the
CCAC subcommittee on fish and were
reviewed by a total of 69 experts. A preliminary
first draft was agreed on by the subcommittee
and circulated to experts in June 2002 (including
representatives of the organizations listed in
Appendix A), and a second draft was circulated
for widespread comment in June 2003. A final
review was carried out in August 2004 involv-
ing all individuals who had previously provid-
ed significant input to the development process.
The development of these guidelines also
involved consultation with the Canadian
Association for Laboratory Animal Science
(CALAS) and the Canadian Society of
Zoologists (CSZ) through workshops held at
annual meetings in Québec City (June 2003),
Acadia University (May 2004), and Hamilton
(June 2004). Consultations were also held at the
Aquaculture Association of Canada and
AquaNet annual meetings in Québec City
(October 2004), and at the CCAC Workshop on
the Fish Guidelines in Vancouver (April 2005).

The guidelines have been organized in a format
that should facilitate easy access to relevant sec-
tions. Early sections provide an ethical
overview relevant to the use of fishes in
research, teaching and testing. This is followed

the care and use of
fish in research,

teaching and
testing

A. PREFACE
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by a brief overview of regulations and responsi-
bilities relevant to the care and use of fishes in
science in Canada. The remainder of the docu-
ment provides guidelines to assist in caring for
fishes in laboratory facilities, followed by
guidelines to help in the development and
review of experimental protocols. An overview
of the CCAC guidelines on: the care and use of fish
in research, teaching and testing is provided
through a summary of the guidelines listed in

this document prior to the beginning of the
main text.

The refinement of animal care and use guide-
lines is a continuous process. These guidelines
are intended to provide assistance in the imple-
mentation of best practices, and should not be
viewed as regulations. Where regulatory
requirements are involved or where it is
absolutely imperative to adhere to a particular
guideline, the term must has been used.
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The greatest challenge in providing guidelines on:
the care and use of fish is the wide variety of fishes
used in Canada and the diversity of their habits,
behavior, life history, and environmental and
husbandry requirements. In addition, the scien-
tific information required to define the preferred
conditions for fish well-being is limited. While
considerable research has been conducted on
culture strategies and environmental and water
quality requirements, such studies have general-
ly been aimed at determining conditions that
optimize production in aquaculture systems,
rather than improving the welfare of fishes, and
have not usually addressed the difference
between tolerance and preference (Fisher, 2000).

An important consideration in these guidelines
is the naturally high mortality rates of juveniles
in species whose ecological strategies include the
generation of large numbers of progeny to
ensure adequate survival in the wild. In 
addition, many experimental populations of
species with usually high survival contain indi-
viduals that will not thrive to adulthood even
under the best environmental conditions. In
some situations, a population-based (or a group
of study fish) approach to well-being may be
appropriate, but individuals that are not likely to
thrive should be euthanized as soon as they are
identified.

Another consideration for these guidelines is the
general acceptance by the public of the current
killing methods used in harvesting wild fishes or
in recreational angling. In general, the public
appears to be willing to accept these killing
methods for food production but not when fish-
es are used for research. These guidelines accept
that for research, teaching, and testing use of any
animal, including fishes, more emphasis will be
placed on individual well-being than is general-
ly accepted for the commercial harvesting or pro-
duction of animals for food. It is recognized,
however, that in some instances investigators
may obtain fishes from people involved in com-
mercial or recreational harvesting and have little
influence over the capture methods.

These guidelines apply to fishes held in facilities
for research, teaching and testing, as well as to
fishes that are studied in their natural habitats.

1. Definition of Fish

For the purpose of these guidelines, fishes are
defined as all bony and cartilaginous fish genera
(classes Chondrichthyes [cartilaginous fishes],
Agnatha, and Osteichthyes [bony fishes]). Fish
eggs, embryos or larvae that have not developed
beyond exclusive reliance on their own yolk
nutrients are not covered by these guidelines.
Similarly, invertebrates (except cephalopods) are
not covered under the CCAC system of surveil-
lance, but institutions are encouraged to foster
respect for these animals by ensuring that hold-
ing facilities and levels of husbandry meet stan-
dards equivalent to those used for fishes.

2. Rationale for Guidelines on the
Care and Use of Fish

The use of fishes as experimental subjects has
increased substantially over the past two
decades. This increase in use is a result of the
rapid development of the aquaculture industry,
requirements for testing involving fishes as indi-
cators of environmental change, and the use of
fishes as a replacement for mammals in biomed-
ical, pharmacological and genetic research
(DeTolla et al., 1995; Fabacher & Little, 2000). The
trend toward the use of fishes as a replacement
for studies that would previously have used
mammals as experimental subjects is not dis-
couraged. However, it must also be recognized
that fishes have the capacity to perceive noxious
stimuli. Noxious stimuli are those stimuli that
are damaging or potentially damaging to normal
tissue (e.g., mechanical pressure, extremes of
temperature and corrosive chemicals). Whether
or not fishes have the capacity to experience any
of the adverse states usually associated with pain
in mammals is subject to a great deal of debate in
the scientific literature (FAWC, 1996; FSBI, 2002;
Rose, 2002; Braithwaite & Huntingford, 2004).
Nonetheless, fishes are capable of behavioral,

B. INTRODUCTION
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physiological and hormonal responses to stres-
sors (including noxious stimuli) which can be
detrimental to their well-being. These CCAC
guidelines both support the leadership role that
Canadians play in fish research, and ensure that
the welfare of fishes is carefully considered dur-
ing the use of fishes for research, teaching and
testing, recognizing that better welfare will result
in better science.

3. Ethical Overview
Guideline 1:

Fishes used in research, teaching and testing
must be treated with the respect accorded to
other vertebrate species.

The CCAC's surveillance system for animals
used in research, teaching and testing is based on
the principles of humane science, i.e. the Three
Rs of Russell and Burch (Russell & Burch, 1959) -
Reduction, Replacement and Refinement. For the
CCAC, these principles are laid out in its policy
statement on: ethics of animal investigation (CCAC,
1989). The ethics of animal investigation applies to
all species covered by the CCAC system, i.e. all
vertebrates and cephalopods.

In addition, the CCAC system takes a "moral
stewardship" approach to the use of animals 
in science as explained in the CCAC Experi-
mental Animal User Training Core Topics -
Module 2, Ethics in Animal Experimentation
(http://www.ccac.ca/en/CCAC_Programs/
ETCC/Module02/toc.html).
The first guideline statement in the CCAC guide-
lines on: institutional animal user training (CCAC,
1999a) states, "Institutions must strive through
their training programs to sustain an institution-
al culture of respect for animal life".

3.1 Principles of the Three Rs
According to the CCAC policy statement on: ethics
of animal investigation (CCAC, 1989), it is the
responsibility of the local animal care committee
(ACC) to ensure that fishes are used only if the
investigator's best efforts to find a non-animal
model have failed.

As for any other species covered by the CCAC
system, investigators using fishes are required to
use the most humane methods on the smallest

number of animals necessary to obtain valid
information. This requires the use of a sound
research strategy, including: identification of key
experiments that determine whether a particular
line of enquiry is worth pursuing; use of pilot
studies; staging of in vitro to in vivo experiments
where possible; and implementation of staged
increase in test stimuli where possible (Balls et al.,
1995). The numbers and species of animals
required depend on the questions to be explored.
Field studies, aquaculture studies and laboratory
studies require different statistical designs; field
studies and aquaculture production typically
require the use of larger numbers of animals. The
life stage of the fishes used in each study will
also affect the numbers of animals needed.
Studies of early life stages typically require large
numbers of individuals. In all cases, studies
should be designed to use the fewest animals
necessary. Heffner et al. (1996) and Festing et al.
(2002) provide discussions on the appropriate
treatment of samples and experimental units.
Investigators are encouraged to consult with a
statistician to develop study designs that have
the appropriate statistical power to accomplish
the research objectives (Nickum et al., 2004).

The CCAC policy statement on: ethics of animal
investigation (CCAC, 1989) also requires adher-
ence to the following principles:

• animals must be maintained in a manner that
provides for their optimal health and well-
being, consistent with the demands imposed
by the experimental protocol;

• animals must not be subjected to pain and/
or distress that is avoidable and that is 
not required by the nature of the relevent 
protocol;

• expert opinion must attest to the potential
value of studies with all animals, including
fishes (e.g., scientific merit for research, see
CCAC policy statement on: the importance of
independent scientific merit of animal based
research projects [CCAC, 2000a]; pedagogical
value for teaching; and the appropriateness of
the method to provide data for testing accord-
ing to current regulatory requirements);

• if pain or distress is a justified component of

mymac
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the study, the intensity and duration of
pain/distress must be minimized; and

• an animal observed to be experiencing severe,
intractable pain and/or distress should
immediately be killed using an approved
method of euthanasia.

Meeting the principles outlined above requires
that fishes be accorded the same degree of care as
other animals under the CCAC system. There are
two main ethical drivers for CCAC guidelines: to
maximize animal well-being, and to minimize
pain and/or distress. Any factor that disturbs the
normal physiological balance of an animal has an
effect on the studies being conducted, and there-
fore should be avoided or minimized for scientif-
ic as well as ethical reasons, unless the factor
itself is the subject of investigation.

Fishes comprise a great number of species, each
with specific anatomical, physiological and
behavioral characteristics. Investigators and ani-
mal care staff should therefore acquaint them-
selves with the characteristics of the species pro-
posed to ensure that appropriate facilities and
husbandry procedures are in place prior to
obtaining the animals.

4. Responsibilities

Descriptions of the responsibilities of investiga-
tors, animal care committees (ACCs) and veteri-
narians are provided here; however, more
detailed information is given throughout these
guidelines to assist both investigators and mem-
bers of ACCs to meet their responsibilities.

4.1 Responsibilities of investigators

4.1.1 Protocols involving the use
of fish

Guideline 2:

Projects involving the use of fishes for
research, teaching or testing should be
described within a protocol. Protocols should
be approved by an animal care committee
prior to the commencement of the work.

Investigators are responsible for obtaining ACC
approval before beginning any animal-based
work. For further details concerning the informa-

tion that should be included in a protocol form to
be submitted to an ACC, see CCAC guidelines on:
animal use protocol review (CCAC, 1997a); and
CCAC policy statement on: terms of reference for ani-
mal care committees (CCAC, 2000b) or most recent
revisions. Investigators obtaining fishes from the
wild or carrying out field studies should also
consult the CCAC guidelines on: the care and use of
wildlife, Section B 3.1.1.1 Protocols involving the
use of wildlife (CCAC, 2003a).

When working outside of Canada, Canadian
investigators are subject to the same guidelines
that apply to work within Canada, as well as to
the relevant legislation, regulations and guide-
lines pertaining to animal care in the country
where the work is conducted. This also applies to
collaborative research projects, whether the work
is conducted in Canada or elsewhere (see CCAC
policy statement on: animal-based projects involving
two or more institutions [CCAC, 2003b]).

4.1.2 Studies and activities requiring
protocols

4.1.2.1 Work requiring protocols and 
inclusion in animal use inventories

These guidelines provide recommendations for
fishes when they are being used by investigators.
Fishes should be treated humanely whether or
not they are to be included in animal use proto-
cols or inventories.

The following require protocols and inclusion in
animal use inventories (i.e. CCAC Animal Use
Data Form, see Reporting of Animal Use Data at
www.ccac.ca/en/CCAC_Programs/Assessment/
AUDFen.htm):

• fishes held live in confinement for any period
of time (even hours) for research, display,
teaching or testing;

• fishes lethally sampled in the field for
research, teaching or non-routine testing
purposes;

• fishes caught, sampled or otherwise manipu-
lated and released in the field for research,
teaching and testing purposes; and

• genetically modified fishes.
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4.1.2.2 Work not requiring protocols or
inclusion in animal use inventories

The following will not require protocols or inclu-
sion in animal use inventories:

• fish eggs, embryos or larvae that have not
developed beyond exclusive reliance on their
own yolk nutrients;

• wild source or hatchery fishes that have not
been assigned to research studies, and whose
propagation is sufficiently understood to be
considered routine;

• fishes being observed in the field that are not
being handled or interfered with in any way;

• fishes being counted at installations such as
counting fences and traps;

• fishes being lethally sampled under govern-
ment or other regulatory mandate for estab-
lished fish inspection procedures, abundance
estimates, and other population parameters
required for assessing stocks and for routine
monitoring of contamination/toxin levels
and disease; and

• fishes already killed in the course of estab-
lished aquaculture industry or commercial
fishing purposes.

Guideline 3:

Before working with fishes, investigators,
technical staff and post-graduate students
must be properly trained and have their com-
petency evaluated.

According to CCAC guidelines on: institutional
animal user training (CCAC, 1999a), investigators
and students should complete the Core
Components of the Recommended Syllabus for an
Institutional Animal User Training Program
(CCAC, 1999b) and should have completed the
relevant hands-on training to meet the Syllabus
requirements on the use of fish as a research 
animal. "Students" refers to post-graduate stu-
dents; undergraduate students are expected to be
supervised by a properly qualified individual.
See the CCAC website (www.ccac.ca/en/
CCAC_Programs/CCAC_Programs-ETC.htm)
for further information on relevant courses for

investigators using fish as a research animal.
Animal users should receive refresher training
on a five-year basis, and additional training
should be given as needed in order to be able to
carry out procedures competently.

Guideline 4:

Investigators are responsible for, and must
comply with, occupational health and safety
regulations regarding the protection of per-
sonnel from known or suspected physical
and biological hazards.

As with any other laboratory, animal care facili-
ties (including aquatic facilities) should have an
occupational health and safety program. All per-
sonnel using the facility should be familiar with
the requirements of relevant federal, provincial/
territorial and municipal legislation. Chapter
VIII of the CCAC Guide to the Care of Experimental
Animals (CCAC, 1993a) provides additional
details on occupational health and safety.

Guideline 5:

Investigators should be aware of the potential
risks associated with zoonotic agents pres-
ent in fishes.

A brief review of fish zoonotic agents is provid-
ed in Appendix B of this document.

4.2 Responsibilities of the animal
care committee

The CCAC Terms of Reference for Animal Care
Committees (CCAC, 2000b, or most recent version)
should be consulted for detailed information on
the roles and responsibilities of institutional
ACCs. In particular, ACCs are responsible for
reviewing all studies conducted by investigators
belonging to their institution, whether the work is
conducted in-house or elsewhere. ACCs should
ensure that appropriate care will be provided for
all animals at all stages of their life and under all
experimental situations. ACCs are responsible for
ensuring that there is appropriate management of
the facilities housing the animals. In particular,
ACCs should verify that there is a person clearly
designated to be in charge of animal care and
management of the facilities who should also be a
member of the ACC. Additionally, members of
the ACC should visit the animal facilities and
areas in which animals are used on a regular
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