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Human-animal interactions:  
a sustainable relationship? 
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sustainability debate 

•  Some examples – biodiversity loss, zoos, pets 

•  The sustainability of Animal Assisted Interventions 
•  Sustainimalism – a change of scale and content 
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What is sustainable development? 

Most frequently quoted : 
(Brundtland Commission (1987)) 
 

‘Sustainable development is a development that 
meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs. ’ 
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Sustainable Development: The Concept 
“The primary objective of  sustainable development is 
to reduce the absolute poverty of  the world’s poor 
through providing lasting and secure livelihoods that 
minimize resource depletion, environmental 
degradation, cultural disruption and social instability” 
– E. Barbier (1987) 

“Sustainable development ensures that the maximum 
rate of  resource consumption…would be sustained…
without impairing...ecological integrity” – Government 
of  India (1999) 

And 1001 other definitions………. 

International Centre for Integrated assessment and Sustainable development 

The ‘animal’ dimension?? 

[In the sustainability debate] the animal well-
being is becoming increasingly important for 
consumers and stakeholders, as well as for 
agrofood companies, which need to make a 
closer link between environmental protection 
and business profitability. 
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Sustanimalism 

The reason that ‘animals’ and ‘sustainability’ are not 
often mentioned together in one sentence is likely to be 
found in the fact that the sustainability debate has been 
hijacked in recent years by industry and governments.  
 
 
Their view regarding sustainable development 
significantly has been subordinate to the dogma of  
economic growth with little regard for animal welfare. 
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Notions of Sustainable Development 
Sustainable ecological development 

 

the ecological imperative to remain within Earth's carrying 
capacity 
resilience 

 
Sustainable social development 

 

the social imperative to create and maintain societies which 
satisfy individual and community aspirations 

equity 
 

Sustainable economic development 
 

the economic imperative to ensure adequate material standards 
of living 

efficiency 

Responsible animal management affects land use, climate change, 
pollution, water supplies, habitat conservation and biodiversity for the 
better. 

Looking after animals properly improves their productivity and helps 
farmers to provide a secure food supply and income for themselves, their families 
and the community, helping to alleviate poverty. 

 Good animal care reduces the risk and spread of  diseases that can be 
transmitted to humans and of  food poisoning. Animal- and human well-being 
are interlinked. 
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Economic Ecological 

Social- 
cultural 

Animal 
well-
being 

Sustanimalism 
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Sustanimalism 

Animal well-
being 

Animal well-being as an  
integrated sustainability index 
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Farm 
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welfare 
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Individual  city   country   continent   world 

                            place  

time 
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now there 
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Ø  Intergenerational  

Ø  Level of scale 

  and here 

Sustanimalism 

Pets & 
people 
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loss 

Trade 
animals 
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Symptoms non-sustainable development 

Ø  Livestock: 
Mad cow disease, foot-and-mouth disease, zoonoses  

Ø Trade animals (& products): 
Zoonoses, ecosystem disturbance 

Ø  Extinction of species: 
Zoonoses, loss of ecosystem services 

Ø Overbreeding pets: 
Unhealthy animals 
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Human-animal interactions 

Complex, subjective, ethical, multi-
dimensional, multi-scale, multi-
domain, participative….. 

ergo 

Key in the sustainability debate 

But it’s NOT! 
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Biodiversity loss 
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Biodiversity and ecosystem functions are crucial for 
human and                                             animal health 
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Symptoms unsustanimalism - zoonoses 
Interfaces between humans and wildlife 
possesses risks for zoonotic disease emergence 
 
Around 74% of disease emergence are zoonotic 
and have a wild animal link 
 
The financial impact can be huge: outbreaks 
resulting have caused serious economic damage 
globally 
 
The amount of risk to human health is 
influenced by many socio-economic factors 
(globalisation, urbanization demand for wild 
animal (products) 
 
Zoonotic disease outbreaks effect humans, 
wildlife and whole ecosystems 
 
Inverse correlation exist between animal welfare 
and human health 
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>70% of  emerging pathogens in humans have 
been passed from animals 

Taylor et al., 2001 Phil. Trans. R. Soc. Lond. 
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The Sustainable Zoo? 

Ethics: the existence of zoos is 
fundamentally wrong 
 
Lack of effectiveness of conservation 
and educational efforts 
 
Bad practices of zoos 
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A zoo in 
Switzerland 
killed a healthy 
bear cub and 
will stuff  it to 
display 

Marius the Giraffe 

Six lions killed in Park in 
Brittain 
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The evolution of  Zoos’ role in society 

Zoos for public 
 amusement 

Zoos for scientific research 

menageries 

Zoos for conservation 
 & education 

Zoos for sustainable development? 
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How do pets relate to sustainable development? 
 
•  Time to eat the dog? 

 
•  Do pets make us (and we them) happy & healthy? 
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How do pets (make us) feel? 
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Emotions of  Pets 

All owner-identified pet emotions show a significant correlation with 
the perceived influence of  own emotions - people believe they strongly 
influence pets’ emotions 

Emotion Perceived 
by owner 

Anger 67 % 
Joy 99 % 
Sadness 59 % 
Disgust 66 % 
Fear 93 % 
Surprise 83 % 
Shame 36 % 
Jealousy 77 % 
Disappoint
ment 

66 % 

Compassion 37 % 
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(totally) agree 
My pet loves me  83 % 
My pet is part of the family 98 % 
My pet has feelings 95 % 
I would be very upset if something 
happened to my pet 

94 % 

My pet understands my feelings 61 % 
I like to talk to my pet 79 % 

Emotions of  Pets 
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Emotions of  Pets 
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The sustainability of  AAI practice 
The human dimension 

Some pros 
•  Reduces stress and anxiety 
•  Reduces loneliness 
•  May enhance the will to live for some patients 
•  Decreases depression 
•  May improve survival rates in some patients 
•  May enhance mood and improve social interaction 
•  May provide a distraction to pain and the difficulties 

Some cons 
•  Transfers of  infections 
•  Effectiveness proven or not? 
•  Aggressive animals 
•  Hidden costs 
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•  ethical concerns for the animals’ wellbeing 
•  animal fatigue and burnout 
•  injuries can occur from rough handling from 

patients, handlers or other animals 
•  basic animal welfare cannot be assured (e.g. 

veterinary care; access to water) 
•  the animal does not enjoy visiting  

(robotic dog as effective as a live dog in 
 decreasing loneliness scores?) 
 

The sustainability of  AAI practice 
The animal advocates view 
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Potential for pets to assist us in practice, 
to improve our physical and mental health and well being, 
for people of  all ages... 
 
 
 
 
 
...but in the most ideal of  cases the programs should 
benefit the animals as well as the humans. At minimum, 
they should not be detrimental. 
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Integrate: building environments that facilitate healthy human-pet interaction—
walk trails, pet-friendly hotels, etc. 
 
Ecology: stop overbreeding to facilitate the health and well-being of the species so 
AAI is possible 
 
Economy: move toward models of payment for AAI and demonstrate their 
effectiveness through research so that they are prescribed and valued in mainstream 
health care 
 
Politics: press for reimbursement for AAI in government funded health care, also in 
housing policies (e.g. pets are not allowed in many housing areas in Japan and other 
countries) 
 
Culture: foster a culture of respect for animals—not only pets, but those who work 
to help people. 
 
Teaching: train professional to ensure ‘proper’ use of animal in e.g. health care 

How to make the favours pets grant us 
sustainable? 
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Zoos, bio-
industry 

Human-pet 
relationships / 

AAI 

Biodiversity 
loss, zoonoses 

Vector-borne 
diseases, some 
conservation 

practices 

+ human well-being 

- human well-being 

- animal 
well-being 

+ animal 
well-being 

unsustainable 

sustainable 
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Sustainability Science 

“SS is a cyclical, participatory process of scoping, 
envisioning, experimenting, and learning 
through which a shared interpretation of 
sustainability for a specific context is developed 
and applied in an integrated manner 

in order to explore solutions to persistent 
problems of unsustainable development.” 

Sustainable human-animal interactions: 
A change of  scale and content 
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Mode-1 science   Mode-2 science 
 
Academic     Academic and social 
Mono-disciplinary    Trans- and interdisciplinary 
Technocratic     Participative 
Certain     Uncertain 
Predictive     Exploratory  

Sustainable human-animal interactions: 
A change of  scale and content 
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Sustainable human-animal interactions: 
A change of  scale and content 
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•  What are the key concepts and essential tenets of AAI in 
order for AAI to be sustainable?  

•  What are the main challenges/threats to organizations in 
terms of long-term survival and success?  

•  What are the cornerstones/main building blocks for achieving 
longevity in the field?  

•  Pre-emptive procedures (Pre-emptive procedures are things 
we work into planning stages to try to make programs work 
as smooth and as effectively as possible).  

•  How can we provide in-service via lectures, workshops etc for 
the basic and continuing education of practitioners?  

 

Achieving sustainability in AAI programmes 

Practice with a strong scientific base 
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Sustainable human-animal interactions: 
Moving beyond science 
‘Use’ science to bring about sustainable change in our 
relationship with animals => improve animal well-being 
by connecting it with science to transform human 
institutes, attitudes and behaviour 
 
Included animal well-being in mainstream academic, 
political and cultural circles 
 
Cultivate respect and a new generation of  ‘scientivists’ 
for animals 
 www.animalwise.info 
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