
 
 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 

 

Petition number: PE1400 
 
Main Petitioner: Libby Anderson on behalf of OneKind 
 
Subject: Ban on the use of wild animals in circuses 
Calling on the Scottish Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to introduce a ban 
on the use of wild animals in circuses immediately. 

 

Background 

Wild animals are used to a limited extent in circuses in the UK. The RSPCA estimates 
that 150-200 animals are currently used and 37 of these are wild animals including 
zebras, lions, snakes, tigers, camels, a kangaroo and crocodiles. No Scottish circuses 
use wild animals but circuses with wild animals perform in Scotland.  
 
Research into the effects of circus life on animals is limited. In 2007, the Radford 
Report, an academic review commissioned by the UK Government to look into a ban, 
concluded that the present knowledge about the welfare of animals in circuses is such 
that scientific evidence could not steer what was essentially a policy decision. In 2009, 
Iossa et al. found that the wild animals suitable for circus life, should exhibit “low space 
requirements, simple social structures, low cognitive function, non-specialist ecological 
requirements and an ability to be transported without adverse welfare effects”.  
 
Current Legislation 
Animal welfare is a devolved matter. The Animal Health and Welfare (Scotland) Act 
2006 introduced new protections for animals, the main one being for animal keepers to 
ensure an animal’s basic welfare needs are met. There are no specific provisions for 
circus animals under the Act, but Section 24 provides a statutory basis for licensing 
activities involving animals.  

 
Circuses that currently use animals throughout the UK must register with a local 
authority under the Performing Animals (Regulation) Act 1925 (as amended). The 
registering authority will be where the exhibitor resides and not necessarily where the 
circus is performing. 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE1400.htm
http://archive.defra.gov.uk/foodfarm/farmanimal/welfare/documents/circus-report.pdf
http://archive.defra.gov.uk/foodfarm/farmanimal/welfare/documents/circus-report.pdf
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/ufaw/aw/2009/00000018/00000002/art00003
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2006/11/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2006/11/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Geo5/15-16/38


 
The movement of performing animals between EU Member States is also controlled 
under EU Commission Regulation 1739/2005 and the Animals and Animal Products 
(Import and Export) (Scotland) Regulations 2007. Registration must be made with 
Competent Authorities in the country of residence and country of destination, and 
relevant passports and Animal Health Certificates are required. In the UK, the Animal 
Health and Veterinary Laboratories Agency is the responsible Competent Authority. 
 
UK Government  
The UK Government consulted on a ban in early 2010. The summary of responses to a 
defra consultation on the use of wild animals in circuses suggests the majority of the 
public are against their use. 95.5% of respondents thought that there are no species of 
wild animal which it is acceptable to use in travelling circuses. The main reason given 
was that the welfare of wild animals in travelling circuses is compromised by the 
travelling circus environment. 
 
Respondents from the circus industry were unanimously opposed to a ban but 
supported compulsory statutory regulation. They argued that there was no evidence that 
the circus environment was detrimental to an animal’s welfare. An argument was also 
made that removing animals used to a circus environment from the circus and could be 
detrimental to their welfare.  
 
In May 2011, the UK Government announced a decision to introduce a licensing 
system, rather than a ban on wild animals in circuses. In a written statement 
accompanying the announcement, the Secretary of State for Environment, Food and 
Rural Affairs stated “The Austrian Government have recently been taken to court for 
their attempt to ban wild animals in circuses. This Government want to take action as 
soon as possible to protect wild animals in circuses without waiting for the outcome of 
that judgment. For this reason we propose to introduce a strict licensing regime using 
powers provided under the 2006 Act.” 
 
The details of the licensing system are under development but are likely to include rules 
for transport, types of quarters provided for the animals and treatment of the animals by 
trainers and keepers.  
 
Austrian Case 

The Austrian Animal Protection Law which entered into force 1 January 2005 prohibits 
the keeping of wild animals in circuses. A complaint was made to the European 
Commission by the General Manager of a circus association. On 12 October 2005, the 
Commission opened infringement proceedings against Austria by sending a letter of 
formal notice to the Austrian authorities. Since then, the Commission changed its mind 
about the necessity of action at the European level and in September 2009 set out its 
final opinion that Austria could justify the ban on welfare grounds. 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2005:279:0047:0062:EN:PDF
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2007/194/contents/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2007/194/contents/made
http://archive.defra.gov.uk/foodfarm/farmanimal/welfare/documents/responses.pdf
http://archive.defra.gov.uk/foodfarm/farmanimal/welfare/documents/responses.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201011/cmhansrd/cm110513/wmstext/110513m0001.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201011/cmhansrd/cm110513/wmstext/110513m0001.htm
http://bmg.gv.at/home/Schwerpunkte/Tiergesundheit/Tierschutz/Tierschutzgesetz/Tierschutzgesetz_TSchG_und_Verordnungen_zum_TSchG
http://www.vier-pfoten.org/website/uploads/090918_CommissionReplytoOmbudsman.pdf


Scottish Parliament 

A ban on circus animals was called for in 2006 when the Animal Health and Welfare Bill 
was debated. An amendment to ban circus animals was turned down. 
 
On 9th June 2011, the Scottish Parliament debated a motion put forward by Elaine 
Murray (MSP) on banning wild animals in circuses: 
“That the Parliament notes the decision by the UK Government not to introduce a ban 
on the use of wild animals in travelling circuses; notes that in the recent past a travelling 
circus visiting locations including Dumfries included an elephant as one of its 
attractions; believes that there is sufficient evidence to support the view that life in a 
travelling circus does not allow for acceptable standards of welfare and quality of life for 
wild animals; notes the work done by animal rights activists and third sector 
organisations to argue for such a ban, and considers that action in this area is needed 
to prevent suffering to animals.” 
 
The Minister for Environment and Climate Change concluded the debate stating that the 
Scottish Government would continue to look at this issue, informed by information 
coming from Westminster.  
 
 
Katrina Marsden 
Senior Researcher 
 
September 2011  
 

SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings 
with petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments 
on any petition briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk  
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition briefings is 
correct at the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these 
briefings are not necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent 
changes. 

 

 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/bills/47-animalHealth/b47s2-stage2-ml1.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/apps2/business/orsearch/ReportView.aspx?r=6273&mode=html

