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CURRENT DILEMMAS
Single Housing of Primates in US Laboratories: A Growing
Problem with Shrinking Transparency
Alka Chandna, Michael Niebo, Stacy Lopresti-Goodman and Justin Goodman

Thirty years ago, the United States took steps to enhance
the psychological well-being of primates in laboratories,
including the introduction of social housing requirements.
Now, in an apparent response to questions about
the effectiveness of these measures, federal authorities
are completely shutting down public access to
information on the implementation of social housing

Historical context
In 1985, in response to high-profile cases documenting the mistreatment of non-human primates used in
experiments,1 the US Congress amended the federal
Animal Welfare Act (AWA) to mandate that institutions take steps to promote the psychological wellbeing of primates in laboratories.2 As a result, the US
Department of Agriculture (USDA) created regulations
pertaining to environment enhancement for primates, including provisions aimed at addressing their
social needs.3 In federal regulations and guidelines,
social housing of primates is now deemed to be the
‘default’, with exemptions permitted only for veterinary or experimental reasons with appropriate documentation and approval.4 In cases in which an
experiment-related exemption was granted, institutions have been required to submit these written and
approved justifications to the USDA with their annual
reports on animal use. These documents — which
report the number of primates singly housed for
experimental reasons, and why it was deemed necessary — were then made publicly available.

Animal welfare science
The USDA’s primate social housing requirements are
evidence-based, as social housing is universally
acknowledged to be a key factor in the welfare of
primates in laboratories. Moreover, it is well documented that housing primates alone, or single housing, is detrimental to their development, physical
health, and psychological well-being. In rhesus
macaques, physical contact with conspecifics is

essential to normal development, and the amount of
time spent caged alone is a significant predictor of
stereotypic and self-injurious behaviour — including
repeated pacing, circling, hyper-aggression, depression, hair plucking, or self-biting.5,6 Psychological distress stemming from being caged alone has also been
documented in cynomolgus monkeys,7 pigtailed
macaques,8 chimpanzees,9–11 and baboons.12,13 In one
modified preference test involving capuchin monkeys, the value of social companionship was so high
that the primates chose it in lieu of food.14 Singly
housed primates have also been documented as
having suffered from physiological abnormalities,
including depressed immune function and higher incidence of coronary atherosclerosis.15,16

Surveys on housing of non-human
primates
Despite this evidence of the harms caused by single
housing, as well as federal regulations and guidelines
promoting social housing, the data indicate that many
primates in US laboratories continue to be housed
alone. A 2000–2001 USDA survey found that 34.7% of
primates in US laboratories were housed individually —
although the USDA admitted that this was likely a low
estimate, as primates who had been housed only temporarily with other primates for breeding purposes
were classified as being socially housed.17 A 2003 survey
found that 54% of primates at 22 laboratories were
singly housed — although this was also likely to have
been a low estimate, as the study ill-advisedly included
in its definition of “social housing” instances of
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“grooming-contact” housing, in which singly housed
primates have some limited tactile contact with one
another through barred or mesh barriers.18 A survey of
primate housing at the Washington National Primate
Research Center from 2004 to 2006 found that at least
63% of the monkeys were singly caged.19
An ongoing concern is that laboratories sometimes
permit single housing of primates for the sake of convenience rather than necessity. For example, many
laboratories singly house primates who have had surgical implants, such as head posts or other equipment, even though it is possible to successfully house
them socially.20
Given the government mandate that social housing
of primates in laboratories should be the default position, the aforementioned figures are cause for concern, particularly because they indicate that rates of
single housing may be increasing.

Preliminary analysis of primate
single-housing data
In the interest of conducting a current and more comprehensive evaluation of trends in primate single
housing and the justifications provided, we
attempted to undertake a new analysis of all singlehousing exceptions submitted in annual reports by
laboratories to the USDA from 2010 to 2013 — the
years for which data are currently available online.
While the total number of facilities that confined primates (191 in 2010, 188 in 2011, 192 in 2012, and 184
in 2013) stayed relatively flat over the four years,
there was a steady increase in the number of facilities that reported single-housing exceptions, from 30
(16%) in 2010 to 53 (29%) in 2013.
However, when we attempted to look more closely
at these exceptions, in order to determine trends in
the numbers of singly housed primates and the explanations given, we found glaring inadequacies in the
data available on the USDA site. This inadequacy
stemmed mainly from the failure of laboratories in
meeting reporting requirements. From 2010 to 2013,
the percentage of laboratories reporting singly
housed primates that failed to specify the number of
primates singly housed for experimental reasons and
the scientific justification for it — both required by
law — increased from 36% to 47%. Worryingly, it also
appeared that some, or all, of the required information was improperly redacted from many facilities’
reports. We also observed that several facilities that
had provided very detailed exception letters in 2010
produced only very vague information in 2013 or, as
noted above, redacted all the information, showing
a growing trend toward secrecy.

tance in securing the missing data. In February 2015,
we received correspondence from the USDA (a personal communication), which stated, “We have had
discussions and are finalising our position.” We heard
nothing further, but in March, the USDA sent an email to all its stakeholders announcing changes to its
Inspection Guide — used by its inspectors to identify
violations of the AWA at the facilities they inspect.
The announcement noted that the revisions included
a “more consistent procedure for reporting exceptions and exemptions on the Annual Report.”21 Upon
closer examination, it became clear that the revised
inspection guide now specified that exemption of a
primate from “some or all of the environmental
enhancement plan” — which would include social
housing — “should not be reported on the Annual
Report” [emphasis in the original].22 Prior to the
recent revision to the inspection guide, it was standard operating procedure for laboratories to report
single housing of primates.
Rather than ensuring that laboratories were properly reporting single housing of primates, the USDA
instead — we suspect in consultation with the laboratory community — took the backward step of simply
exempting facilities from having to submit this information at all.

Discussion
A 2011 study seeking to assess the effectiveness of the
1985 AWA primate psychological health amendments
determined that “the current system of laboratory
animal care and record keeping is inadequate to properly assess AWA impacts on primate psychological wellbeing and that more is required to ensure the
psychological well-being of primates.”17 It was already
difficult to ascertain this information, and now the
USDA has made this task virtually impossible.
Even with the reporting requirement in place, laboratories were often failing to approve, document,
and report the single housing of primates. For
instance, a 2011 USDA inspection report for a US contract laboratory cited the company for singly housing
83% of the more than 6,000 primates at the facility
without securing the necessary justifications or
reporting the matter to the USDA.23,24 This number
amounts to more than 4% of all primates housed in
US laboratories.
Any previously reported figures are also underestimations, because institutions have only been
required to report the numbers of primates who are
singly housed for ‘experimental’, but not veterinary,
reasons; this could account for a third more singly
housed primates.25

Government response

Conclusions

In December 2014, we informed the USDA of the
problematic reports and requested the agency’s assis-

On the 30th anniversary of the amendments to promote the psychological well-being of primates, the
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evidence that singly housed primates suffer is overwhelming, as is the proof that the US government and
laboratories are failing to confront this rapidly growing problem effectively. The USDA’s recent revisions
to reporting requirements will limit the availability
of data, and consequently will stifle informed debate
on the suffering of primates in laboratories and failures of the existing regulatory system. To address this
issue meaningfully, we need more transparency and
accountability, not less.
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