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Dr Kirsti Seksel
VO: Kirsti Seksel is an animal behaviour expert who believes ethical treatment of animals includes mental welfare. 
Kirsti Seksel: Ethics to me is really that you look after not only the physical health of the animal but also the mental or behavioural health of that animal as well. So if you are going to be an ethical pet owner you have to do the right thing by the animal. 
Interviewer: But why then isn’t there a national code of ethics for pet ownership? 

KS: I think the reason that we don’t have that is that everybody assumes because we have been living with certainly companion animals for such a long time that we actually know what their needs are and we know how to look after them but in fact it’s only relatively recently that we’ve been studying more than just their physical health and started looking after their mental health. 

Interviewer: It’s a very subjective area though isn’t it?  Different people treat their animals differently I suppose and they would have varying views of what ethical treatment is? 

KS: Hmm, I think it also falls into what we talk about when we talk about ‘responsible’ pet ownership and ‘socially responsible’ pet ownership. And if we examine how people use to look after their pets 50 years ago and what their expectations of pets are its very different from how people look after their pets now and what their expectations of pets are. So if society changes I think the ethics change as well. 

When we look at pet ownership say 50 years ago we had dogs and cats and we looked after them, we fed them and watered them but we didn’t actually think much about their behavioural needs or even indeed if they felt pain. These days we have to walk dogs on a leash, we have changed our expectations – they’re not allowed to bark at certain times, we don’t want them to soil in our front yards, we don’t want them to soil in the street so what was socially acceptable and probably ethically fine is no longer fine as society changes. And I think that’s the thing – the society will change not only over time but changes from area to area, whether you’re in urban areas, peri-urban areas or rural areas. 
Interviewer: What’s wrong with the idea of introducing a generic code of ethics? 

KS: I think a generic code of ethics would be a good place to start because we do need a starting block and that’s how most things develop. I think once we get past that, recognising that they need more than just food and water and psychical and mental exercise then that’s the complexity that comes into it. And we also have to remember there’s very very many different types of pets or companion animals – there are not only different types and breeds of dogs and cats but some people also own ferrets and rabbits and that’s where the complexity comes into it. 
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