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Research Involving Free-living Wild Animals in Their Natural Habitat
The Animal Welfare Act (AWA) and Animal Welfare Regulations (AWR) establish the legal standards
facilities must follow. A Tech Note is not legally binding on the facilities; rather, it restates, summarizes and
provides interpretative guidance on the law.
This tech note is intended to assist an Institutional Animal Use and Care Committee (IACUC) in determining
whether an activity involving free-living wild animals 1 in their natural habitat meets the regulatory definition of
“field study.” 2 This guidance is not meant to contain an exhaustive list of procedures and circumstances when
working with free-living wild animals.
Role of the IACUC: Under the AWR, the IACUC is to be comprised of persons with sufficient expertise to
evaluate animal activities 3, and outside experts can be consulted to assist when necessary 4. Regulated activities
include research, experimentation, teaching, and testing 5. The regulations provide the IACUC authority to
evaluate whether an activity with free living wildlife in its natural habitat is regulated under the AWA.
Activities determined to fall under IACUC oversight are to be reviewed on a semiannual basis. Activities that
the IACUC has determined to meet the definition of field study are not required to be included in the
semiannual inspection of animal facilities 6.
Examples of activities involving free-living wild animals in their natural habitat that meet the definition
of a field study and are therefore exempt from IACUC review of those activities related to the care and
use of the animals:
•

Include but are not limited to procedures where pain/distress is slight or momentary and does not impact
well-being:
o Observational studies where no animals are captured or handled.
o Observational studies where human presence does not impact animal behavior.

Examples of other activities involving free-living wild animals in their natural habitat that are exempt
from IACUC review because the species is NOT covered under the AWA:
•
•

Activities involving invertebrates, reptiles, amphibians, and fish.
Activities where the species is being used for food, fur, or fiber.

1
Wild animal means any animal which is now or historically has been found in the wild, or in a wild state, within the boundaries of the United States, its territories, or
possessions. This term includes but is not limited to, animals such as deer, skunk, opossum, raccoon, mink, armadillo, coyote, squirrel, fox, wolf, etc.
2
Field study means a study conducted on free-living wild animals in their natural habitat. However, this term excludes any study that involves an invasive procedure,
harms, or materially alters the behavior of an animal under study.
3
9 C.F.R. § 2.31(a)
4
9 C.F.R. § 2.31(d)(3)
5
9 C.F.R. § 2.36(a)
6
9 C.F.R. § 2.31(c)(2)

Examples of activities involving free-living wild animals in their natural habitat that are exempt from
IACUC review because the activity is not performed for the purposes of research, teaching, testing, or
experimentation and therefore NOT covered under the AWA:
•

Activities that include but are not limited to:
o Animal, pest, and population management programs for the purposes of limiting wildlife damage and
human interaction.
 Population management programs include but are not limited to culling, relocation, and nonsurgical sterilization.

Examples of activities involving free-living wild animals in their natural habitat that DO NOT meet the
definition of “field study” and are therefore covered under the AWA regulations and require IACUC
oversight:
• A study that involves an invasive procedure, such as but not limited to:
o major operative procedures 7
o intra-cardiac blood collections
o arterial/venous cut downs for catheter placement
o surgical implantation of devices
•

A study that harms an animal such as instances where:
o the animal experiences pain/distress above minimal and slight.
o the animal experiences trauma, overheating, excessive cooling, behavioral stress, physical harm, or
unnecessary discomfort as a result of handling 8.
o the animal experiences death as a result of the work, in a manner that does not meet the regulatory
definition of “euthanasia” 9.
o the animal experiences impaired function such as amputation of a tail/digit used for digging or climbing.

•

Procedures that materially alter the behavior include but are not limited to:
o use of hormones or pheromones to change mating or migration patterns for research purposes.
o repeated nest/den disturbance during breeding and rearing of young.
o relocation of migratory animals beyond natural migration routes.

7
Major operative procedure means any surgical intervention that penetrates and exposes a body cavity, any procedure which produces permanent impairment of
physical or physiological functions.
8
Handling means petting, feeding, watering, cleaning, manipulating, loading, crating, shifting, transferring, immobilizing, restraining, treating, training, working and
moving, or any similar activity with respect to any animal.
9
Euthanasia means the humane destruction of an animal accomplished by a method that produces rapid unconsciousness and subsequent death without evidence of pain
or distress, or a method that utilizes anesthesia produced by an agent that causes painless loss of consciousness and subsequent death.

Registration as a Research Facility
A research facility, conducting studies or research involving regulated, free-living animals – that DO NOT
meet the AWA regulatory definition of a “field study” – is required to register with APHIS as a research
facility 10 and required to adhere to regulatory standards for humane animal care. A Federal research facility is
not required to register with APHIS but is required to adhere to the regulatory standards for humane animal
care 11.
Annual Report
Research facilities (Federal and non-Federal) that use covered species in research, experimentation, teaching,
and testing, are required to submit an annual report on animal usage to APHIS 12. Animals used in work
determined by the IACUC to meet the regulatory definition of a “field study” are not to be listed on the report
because they were not used in an AWA covered activity.
Additional Information:
For more information, please contact:
USDA-APHIS Animal Care
4700 River Road, Unit 84,
Riverdale, MD 20737
Web address: www.aphis.usda.gov/ac
E-mail: animal_welfare@usda.gov
USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer.

9 C.F.R. § 2.30 (a)(1)
9 C.F.R. § 2.37
12
9 C.F.R. § 2.36
10
11

