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Health = welfare

• Use of AI in veterinary medicine has been an 
actively-developing field in recent years

• Use of AI to optimise animal* welfare (as 
distinct from animal health) is relatively 
nascent. 

• Opinion on breeding and breeding 

technologies in commercial livestock 

agriculture

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/animal-welfare-committee-awc-opinion-on-breeding-and-breeding-technologies-in-commercial-livestock-agriculture
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/animal-welfare-committee-awc-opinion-on-breeding-and-breeding-technologies-in-commercial-livestock-agriculture
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/animal-welfare-committee-awc-opinion-on-breeding-and-breeding-technologies-in-commercial-livestock-agriculture
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/animal-welfare-committee-awc-opinion-on-breeding-and-breeding-technologies-in-commercial-livestock-agriculture


What we need to be focusing on is the lived 
welfare experiences of non-human animals
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AI might also be used as a tool to reconcile some of the apparent 
and complex conflicts between animal welfare and environmental/ 
sustainability objectives, e.g. greenhouse gas emissions
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Current and future opportunities to 
promote animal ‘lives worth living’ 

through the use of AI
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Monitoring of individuals or groups
• Filming

• ‘Wearable technologies’, 

• Coupled with AI analysis of the data 

• Development of algorithms to 
recognise deviations from pattern
• of locomotion (lameness); 

• of eating, drinking, social interaction (disease)

Limitation: we need to know what ‘normal is’ 



https://modernpoultry.media/the-potential-roles-of-artificial-
intelligence-in-poultry-welfare-monitoring-current-challenges-and-
future-needs/?mp=1782388899828
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Use of AI to detect and 

minimise negative 

welfare states





Ethical challenges

10



Some are common to all uses of AI

• ‘Rubbish in; rubbish out’  - lay or peer reviewed 
literature?

• Technical reliability

• Issues around bias and discrimination in AI tools which 
relate to machine learning techniques and may become 
embedded in the AI model.

• Concerns about the energy requirements of AI systems



Some data gathering and handling issues are 
of particular relevance to animal welfare 

applications
• Reluctance to publish Opinion on breeding and 

breeding technologies in commercial livestock agriculture

• Ownership of data – stakeholder conflicts

• Data protection

• Veterinary client confidentiality
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/animal-welfare-committee-awc-opinion-on-breeding-and-breeding-technologies-in-commercial-livestock-agriculture
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/animal-welfare-committee-awc-opinion-on-breeding-and-breeding-technologies-in-commercial-livestock-agriculture


Issues around client/owner consent

£

TsoLay Pro Drone 4K HD Camera Foldable Drone 

https://equigait.co.uk/state-of-the-art



Issues around accountability

• Owner 
ultimately 
responsible?

• ‘Lazy humans’ 
(over-reliance)

• Veterinary 
professional 
accountability 
and liability

https://www.silageconsultant.co.uk/blog/automated-silage-feeding-robots-science-

fiction-or-the-future



AI undoubtedly has the potential to
help humans improve the welfare of non-
human animals: responsible use of AI is 

therefore an ethical imperative
:



BUT
there are a series of 

necessary ethical 
safeguards which must be 

put in place whilst 
adoption of AI in relation 
to animal welfare is in its 

early stages:
:



• We need to address all of the usual concerns around
technical reliability, data, confidentiality etc as they
relate to animal welfare and veterinary care

• We should recognise the vulnerability of non-human
animals and maintain detailed human oversight of AI
systems which are interacting with and driving
decision-making about non-human animals.

• We need distinguish between health and welfare and
develop specific AI applications for each.

• We must practice inter-disciplinary responsibility

oVeterinarians and animal welfare scientists must be
involved in the development of AI systems relating to
non-human animals from the early design stages

oConversely, end users (veterinarians and animal
welfare scientists) need basic science training in how AI
systems function

•



If we are serious about 
providing animals with ‘good 
lives’ rather than just ‘lives 

worth living’ we need to start 
using AI to recognise positive 
as well as negative affective 

welfare states
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