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Top welfare award goes to Francoise Wemelsfelder

Francoise Wemelsfelder from Sustainable Livestock Systems Group, SAC, is this year’s recipient of the prestigious BSAS/RSPCA Award, presented for major contributions to animal welfare.

The award was presented to Dr Wemelsfelder for her “outstanding contribution to the assessment of animal welfare through innovative research and development of Qualitative Behaviour Assessment methodology”.

Francoise Wemelsfelder and her team developed the method for the qualitative assessment of animal behaviour and welfare based on, “‘Body language’ it is an expression of the whole animal: how it holds itself, moves about, and interacts with its surroundings. The method allows the assessment expressive states such as calm, nervous, tense, relaxed or distressed. It is based on, “Free Choice Profiling” techniques developed in food science and instructs observers to generate their own descriptive terms, and to use these terms to quantify an animal’s expressions. Research with pigs and dairy cattle using this technique has shown that observers reliably agree in their assessment of animal body language, even when they are from different backgrounds (e.g. farmers, veterinarians, animal protectionists).

The team’s unique approach allows consistency is assessment of animal welfare and behaviour.  

The award was presented by RSPCA Council member, Richard Ryder who said, “I am delighted that the two Societies have recognised the important contribution that Francoise’s work has made, and no doubt will continue to make, to the assessment of animal welfare.”

He concluded by commenting that, “Our relationship with BSAS (British Society of Animal Science) is very important to us and serves to underline the importance of good science in improving welfare standards. This is the 19th award, and in recent times it has become more important as pressure increases to integrate improved welfare standards into livestock production systems. In order to ensure that the changes are meaningful from the animals’ point of view, the standards, should, of course, be based on the best scientific evidence whenever possible.”
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Editors Note:

Dr Francoise Wemelsfelder was educated as a biologist in her homeland, The Netherlands, after which she joined the Scottish Agriculture College, some 14 years ago and is currently Senior Research Scientist in the Animal Welfare Team.  

