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This article makes the case for an 18th Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) on animal health, welfare
and rights. We have neglected animal considerations in our discussions on sustainable development including on the SDGs on food, water, sustainable consumption and production, conservation, and
climate change. The paper ﬁrst provides an overview of the relationships between, and academic and
policy debates on, animal and sustainability governance. While the relationships between sustainable
development and animal issues are highly complex, these debates have evolved in a rather disconnected
manner. The paper then argues for the integrative governance of animal and sustainability concerns in
order to avoid trade-offs and enable synergies. We should integrate the interests of the individual animal
into our deﬁnition of sustainable development and the SDGs. By doing so, we can develop one overarching global guidance system on all aspects of sustainable development, namely human, environmental and animal concerns.
© 2020 The Author. Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND
license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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As someone who is concerned about both animal and sustainability interests, I ﬁnd it increasingly striking - and problematic that these debates are taking place in such a separated manner. The
systems governing animal and sustainability concerns are hardly
connected at all levels of governance e from the global to local.
Why have we neglected animal considerations in our discussions
on sustainable development, including the United Nations (UN)
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and especially its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) on food, water, consumption
and production, conservation and climate change? We need to
mainstream the consideration of the individual animal into our
thinking on sustainable development: We need an 18th SDG on
animal concerns (see Fig. 1).
Perhaps one answer to the question of why we have neglected
animal considerations in our approach to the SDGs is that sustainable development has been and remains a rather anthropocentric concept. Very few changes have been made to the original
1987 Brundtland deﬁnition of “meeting the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs”. However, values on the relationships between
humans and non-humans are changing, and these emerging values
are becoming increasingly recognized through initiatives, policies
and laws around the world. Examples include:
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 The recognition of animal rights in the German constitution;
 Recognition of rights of nature, e.g. in Ecuador, Colombia, India,
New Zealand, and communities in the United States;
 Granting rights to rivers, e.g. the Whanganui river in New Zealand and the Ganges and Yamuna rivers in India;
 The United Nations World Charter for Nature;
 The Universal Declaration of Rights of Mother Earth;
 The Earth Charter; and
 The World Declaration on Great Apes.
In implementing the SDGs, we need to embrace these evolving
values and explicitly integrate the interests of the individual animal
into our thinking on sustainable development. This is necessary
because while one might think that the relationship between sustainability and animal concerns would be naturally synergistic, in
reality the relationships between these issues are much more
complex. Both sustainability and animal interests are negatively
impacted by some industries, such as animal agriculture and
aquaculture. On other issues, such as conservation and the use of
animal testing in sustainability research, there are synergies and/or
trade-offs between sustainability and animal concerns. Despite
these intricate relationships, the academic debates on, and the
governance of, these two issues have developed in a rather separate
manner, and the relationships between them are not well understood (Visseren-Hamakers, 2018a).
In order to highlight the complexity of the relationships, I below
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Fig. 1. The 18th SDG1

ﬁrst discuss the three issues most relevant for the relationship between sustainability and animal concerns, namely animal agriculture and aquaculture; conservation; and the use of animal testing in
sustainability research. I then brieﬂy discuss the academic and policy
debates on sustainable development and animal interests in order to
contribute to their integration. The article ends by making the case
for the integrative governance of sustainable development and animal concerns. The sustainability and animal governance systems
can be deﬁned as the total of all governance instruments at a speciﬁc
level of governance, focused on sustainability concerns or animal
health, animal welfare and animal rights, respectively, with governance instruments deﬁned as public, private and/or publiceprivate
policies and rules (Visseren-Hamakers, 2018a).
The animal agriculture and aquaculture industries focus on
producing meat, dairy, eggs, ﬁsh and seafood. While contributing to
food security in developing countries, animal agriculture and
aquaculture have profound impacts around the world in terms of
animal health, welfare and rights, pollution, climate change, and
conservation (Browman et al., 2018; Edwards, 2015; HLPE, 2016;
Toni et al., 2019). These problems are especially urgent given the
fact that the global production of different animal products is expected to double by 2050 (Steinfeld et al., 2006). Trade-offs exist
between animal welfare and sustainability in animal agriculture,
with greenhouse gas emissions generally lower per animal in
intensive and specialized systems than in extensive, often more
animal-friendly systems (Garnett et al., 2013; HLPE, 2016). Different
governance instruments aim at resolving these issues, including
through the promotion of consuming fewer animal products,
reducing food losses and waste, and the development of more
animal- or environmentally friendly production systems through
“sustainable intensiﬁcation”, “ecological intensiﬁcation” or organic
agriculture (FAO, 2011; Garnett et al., 2013; HLPE, 2016; Stolze and

1
Fig. 1 adds an 18th icon to the 17 UN SDG icons. The 18th SDG is a photo
(copyright Nathalie Leeuwis) of cow Maartje at Stichting de Leemweg, rescue and
retirement home for cows (www.koeienrusthuis.nl).

Lampkin, 2009; UNCTAD, 2013).
For conservation, three issues are especially relevant for both
animal and sustainability governance:
 Protecting ecosystems and species;
 Hunting and ﬁshing (addressing illegal and unsustainable
hunting, ﬁshing and wildlife trade, and promoting trophy
hunting to ﬁnance conservation); and
 Combatting Invasive Alien Species (IAS) (when individual animals are killed to conserve other species or ecosystems).
First, creating protected areas and enhancing their management
are meant to protect biodiversity, including animal species, thereby
enabling synergies between sustainability and animal concerns.
Trade-offs occur when wildlife in these conservation areas are
managed (killed), with the aim of managing the number of individuals of speciﬁc species, for conservation goals. Also, breeding,
reintroduction and translocation are increasingly used in the conservation of endangered animal species, necessitated among others
because of the impact of climate change (Harrop, 2011). Animal
concerns here include: health and welfare during breeding and
after release into the wild; the often high mortality rate after
release; and the risk of disease (Kock et al., 2010; Seddon et al.,
2007; Swaisgood, 2007; Teixeira et al., 2007).
A second major conservation issue with both trade-offs and
synergies with animal concerns is hunting and ﬁshing. The history
of hunting and conservation are intrinsically linked; the practice of
conservation started to protect game (Beinart and Coates, 1995;
Organ et al., 2012), and sustainable hunting is often promoted as
part of conservation (EC, 2013; IUCN, 2016; Organ et al., 2012).
Especially in many sub-Saharan African countries, trophy hunting is
promoted to ﬁnance conservation, although the practice remains
contentious (Di Minin et al., 2016; Ochieng et al., 2018, Ochieng et
al., 2020; Ripple et al., 2016; Treves et al., 2019). Synergies between
conservation and animal concerns occur in combatting poaching,
wildlife crime, illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) ﬁshing,
and overﬁshing (FAO, 2014; IISD, 2014; UNODC, 2016).
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Third, IAS are those alien species that, when introduced to a new
habitat, become established and harm human and environmental
values (Fleming et al., 2017). IAS impact threatened or endangered
native species, including wildlife (Pimentel et al., 2005). The main
management strategies are prevention and, for invasive animals,
capturing and killing (Keller et al., 2011; van Dooren, 2011). The
trade-offs on IAS are thus not only between environmental and
animal concerns, but also among the concerns of different animals
e the one considered invasive, and the wildlife being protected
from the IAS.
The issue of animal testing for sustainability is relatively underresearched. Animal testing is conducted for several sustainability
issues, including research to test the environmental toxicity of
chemicals (Abbott, 2005); ecological research for conservation
(Hammerschlag and Sulikowski, 2011; Holt et al., 2003; Vucetich
and Nelson, 2007); and research supporting efforts to address the
environmental impact of animal agriculture (Hristov et al., 2013;
Petersen et al., 2015). Also, relatively little social scientiﬁc research
has been done on the use of laboratory animals (Davies et al., 2016).
Signiﬁcant progress has, however, been made in lowering the
number of animals used in research through the “three Rs”
approach: reduction in numbers of animals; reﬁnement of experimental methods; and replacement of animals with non-animal
techniques (Doke and Dhawale, 2015).
Despite these interlinkages between sustainability and animal
concerns, both the academic and policy debates on these issues
have remained notably disconnected. There are only a few links
between the sustainability and animal governance systems, among
others through the thinking on “compassionate conservation”
(Bekoff, 2013). Other examples include the concepts of “one health”
(Murtaugh et al., 2017) and “one welfare” (Garcia Pinillos et al.,
2016), in which the health or welfare of humans, ecosystems and
individual animals are viewed as one, be it from a rather anthropocentric perspective. Moreover, thinking on the relationships
between the SDGs and animal concerns more speciﬁcally is still in
its infancy and also rather anthropocentric in character,
approaching animal health and welfare as supporting sustainable
development (FAO, 2018; Keeling et al., 2019). Also, very few academics have studied the relationships between animal and sustainability concerns from a governance perspective (VisserenHamakers, 2018a), with mostly ecologists and veterinarians
contributing to the debate.
The academic debate on animal governance, on the one hand,
mainly includes philosophical and legal contributions, and is
mostly framed in terms of animal liberation (Singer, 1975) and
rights (Donaldson and Kymlicka, 2011; Regan, 1983). Discussions
focus on, among others, the relationship between human and nonhuman animals, intrinsic value, and speciesism. Remarkably little
empirical political science or International Relations work has been
done on animal governance, with very few authors analyzing
animal-related policies (see e.g. Wissenburg and Schlosberg, 2014).
This despite the fact that policy development and implementation
questions and broader comparative politics approaches, as applied
to other empirical ﬁelds, would be highly relevant. Policy debates
mainly revolve around the concepts of animal health and welfare,
with the latter often operationalized in terms of the so-called “ﬁve
freedoms” (freedom from hunger, thirst and malnutrition; freedom
from fear and distress; freedom from discomfort and exposure;
freedom from pain, injury and disease; and freedom to express
normal behavior) (McCulloch, 2013; Mellor, 2016). The main international policy forum is the World Organization for Animal
Health (Ofﬁce International des Epizooties - OIE) (OIE, 2017a,
2017b; 2017c; Otter et al., 2012). The governance system mostly
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focuses on kept animals in animal agriculture, aquaculture,
research and education. Attempts to develop global animal welfare
or rights treaties, including the Universal Declaration on Animal
Welfare (UDAW), have so far remained unsuccessful (Bowman,
1988; Favre, 2011; Gibson, 2011; White, 2013).
The academic discourse on governing sustainable development,
on the other hand, has a strong political science character with a
longstanding tradition in empirical analyses of environmental
governance (Burch et al., 2019). It also includes more philosophical
contributions on rights of nature (Stone, 1972). Sustainability
governance can be considered more developed than animal
governance systems, with a decades-long experience with public
and private environmental and sustainability policies at all levels of
governance. In such policy debates, such as those under the
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the focus is on animals in
the wild, which are considered as species, biodiversity, wildlife or
natural resources, thereby overlooking the interests of the individual animal.
Based on this brief overview, I here want to make the case for
the integrative governance (Visseren-Hamakers, 2018b) of animal
and sustainability concerns. Only then can we avoid trade-offs and
enable synergies between these important societal priorities. This
is in line with current debates on the transformative change
necessary for sustainable development, in which it is increasingly
recognized that different sustainability concerns and SDGs need to
be addressed in an integrative manner. Such transformative change
is focused on the underlying causes of sustainability issues,
including in terms of values (Díaz et al., 2019; IPBES, 2019; UNGA,
2015). I argue here that such transformative change must include
a shift in our recognition of the individual animal. We cannot ignore
the interests of billions of animals while developing sustainable
food systems, enabling sustainable consumption and production,
combatting and adapting to climate change, and rethinking our
strategies for the conservation and sustainable and equitable use of
biodiversity.
Therefore, the deﬁnition of sustainable development must be
broadened to include the interest of the individual animal. The best
way to do so is an 18th SDG on animal health, welfare and rights. In
this manner, it becomes explicit that attention for the individual
animal is an integral aspect of sustainable development. It also
underscores that animal concerns are not only instrumental for
human wellbeing but are a sustainable development goal in their
own right, on equal footing with the other 17 goals. This also supports the further emancipation of the environmental SDGs (SDG 13
on climate change and SDG 14 and 15 on biodiversity) to support
more ecocentric approaches towards these goals, and reﬂects the
evolving values on the relationships between humans and nonhumans described above. In this way, recognition of the individual animal can be incorporated into the integrative, nexus approach
towards the SDGs: different nexuses, including the water-energyfood nexus, can be expanded to include the 18th SDG. By integrating the interests of the individual animal into the SDGs we
broaden our perspective on what sustainable development entails
to include the health, welfare and rights of individual animals. In
this manner we can develop one overarching global guidance
system on all aspects of sustainable development, including human, environmental and animal concerns.
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