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Use of Sedatives, Analgesics, and Anesthetics in Laboratory Animals

Policy:  Animals that may experience more than momentary or slight pain or distress require appropriate sedation, analgesia, or anesthesia unless there are suitable scientific justifications.  Examples of conditions capable of causing pain and distress are physical restraint,  multiple survival surgeries, food or fluid restriction, use of adjuvants, death as an endpoint, sepsis, use of noxious stimuli, irritancy testing, excessive tumor burdens, retro-orbital blood samplings, abnormal environmental conditions, and loss of normal functioning (paralysis, e.g.).  Assessment of pain and distress in animals is difficult and can be subjective.  Some indicators of pain or distress are withdrawal or evasive action from a stimulus, decreased food and water consumption, weight loss, vocalization, behavioral changes, abnormal appearance or posture, and loss of mobility.  As a general rule, procedures that cause pain or distress in humans should be assumed to cause similar affects in animals, unless the contrary is established.  The Veterinary Medical Consultant (VMC) has the authority to ensure the provision of adequate sedation, analgesia, or anesthesia.

Responsibilities:

1. Role of the Investigator

When animals may experience more than momentary or slight pain or distress, the Principal Investigator must provide in the Animal Component of Research Protocol (ACORP) a detailed description of how pain or distress will be assessed and how agents will be used to alleviate pain and distress.  When animals are subjected to major survival surgery, routine provision of post-surgical analgesia is required.  
If the investigator feels it necessary to withhold sedatives, analgesics, or anesthetics or deviate from the recommendations of the VMC, the Principal Investigator must provide the IACUC a reasoned, scientific justification for this action.  Such justification must appear in the ACORP that must be approved prior to the start of the studies.  The justification should include the rationale or evidence that the agents would compromise the scientific aspects of the research protocol.  Investigators are highly encouraged to consult with the VMC during the course of protocol planning to reach agreement concerning appropriate use of drugs for control of pain and distress.  Personnel must record each dose administered in their clinical records.   Personnel must have records available at the VMC’s request.  Investigators are also encouraged to review the Drug Formulary which lists suggested dosages of the most commonly used drugs.
If pain relieving medications are used in animal experiments, it is a VA requirement that controlled substances must be procured from the VA Pharmacy, their use will be recorded on a log sheet, and they will be stored in secure location with access protected by a double key system.
2. Role of the Veterinary Medical Consultant 
The proposed use of methods or agents to prevent or alleviate pain or distress in experimental animals must meet the approval of the VMC. The VMC will consult with investigators as needed to arrive at appropriate methods of treatment that meet the clinical needs of the animals and do not compromise the scientific integrity of the experiments.  The VMC can review surgical records including the use of sedatives, analgesics, and anesthetics at any time.  Personnel must have records available at the VMC’s request.  The VMC may monitor administration of any of the sedatives, analgesics or anesthetics to ensure proper technique as listed on the ACORP.
3. IACUC Oversight

The IACUC has ultimate responsibility for ensuring that pain and distress in research animals is limited to that which is necessary in the course of approved experimentation.  This includes review and approval of methods and agents used for prevention and alleviation of pain and distress.  Committee decisions in this regard will be based on regulatory requirements as well as advice from the VMC and the investigators.  The IACUC will review issues of pain and distress as part of its three-year review of each protocol, and may do so more frequently.

Questions:  Any questions on this policy should be directed to the A.O. (280-7222).
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