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Animal 

Owner 

Society  

Vet 

Added value of ethics? 



Empirical questions (is) 

Normative questions (ought) 

Reflection  
(based on facts) 

Facts Ethics: wat do we mean? 



How things are 

Empirical questions Normative questions 

Is it possible/ practically 

feasible to improve the 

welfare of animal X? 

Should you improve 

the welfare of the 

animal? 

Answer does not yet imply 
anything about what is 
desirable/ you ought to do 

How things ought 

to be 

Ethics: wat do we mean? 

? 



Ethics and the vet 

• Duties towards the owner 

• Duties towards society 

• Duties towards animals 



Ethics and the vet 
Moral problems: there is a moral question, but the 

answer is unclear: ethical reflection necessary! 

• Change in values 



Ethics and the vet 

• Conflicting values 

Moral problems: there is a moral problem, but the 

answer is unclear: ethical reflection necessary! 



Ethics and the vet 

• New situations 

Moral problems: there is a moral problem, but the 

answer is unclear: ethical reflection necessary! 



Ethics and wild animals? 

Do we need additional reflection when we are 

confronted with wild animals? If so why? 

? 
• What do we 

mean ? 

• Who should we 

address? 

• What is the 

moral 

relevance? 



Ethics and the vet 

Wild animals are……?: 
Animals on a continuum ranging from low to a 

medium dependence on humans, that might or might 

not be easily adapted to human settlements but still 

not completely dependent of human care for survival.  



Ethics and the vet 

Owner….. 
 



Ethics and the vet 

Society….. 
 



Ethics and the vet 

There are a lot of differences 

in between the context of 

wildlife and of that of care to 

domesticated animals, but 

what is the moral relevance 

of these differences? 
 



Animals have dignity: 

moral value equal to 

humans 

Animals are 

instruments: no moral 

value for its own sake 
Animals have 

intrinsic value: 

moral value for its 

own sake 

Animal is sentient: it 

counts as one in the 

calculation of the intrinsic 

value of happiness 

Wildness and the animal: 

moral position 

Independent of wildness! 
 



……nonetheless we treat these animals 

differently! 

Wildness and the animal: 

moral position 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 

Instrumental 
value (a) 

Value as 
sentient 
being (b) 

Intrinsic 

value (c) 
Inherent worth 

(d) 

Autonomy 

Integritity 

Positive 
wellbeing 

Discomfort 

Cruelty 

Practical Consequences 



1. Ought implies can 

2. Interpretation of these moral imperatives 

maybe different if the animals lives in the wild 

 

• The autonomy of nature and the role of 

humans 

• Animal welfare and wildlife 

Wildness and the animal: 

moral position 



The value of nature 

Classical distinction 

between: 

• Instrumental value 

• Intrinsic value 



Association/ 

Company 

Paradox in nature ethics? 

A. Human centred approach: nature is 

conceived as an instrument/ resource or 

threat (“What is left of nature?”)  

 

 

The value of nature 

 Environmental problems should start in short term 

human interests (Ridley & Low, 1993) 



Association/ 

Company 

Paradox in nature ethics? 

A. Human centred approach: nature is 

conceived as an instrument or threat (“What 

is left of nature?”)  

 

 

The value of nature 

B. Nature centred approach: humans are 

mainly a source for huge problems. No 

positive role for human agency possible 

(“What is left of human moral standing?”)  



Nature ethics should have a 
view on the use and “nonuse” 
of nature (Hettinger, 2002) 

The value of nature 



The value of nature 

Start in the Autonomy of Nature 

 

“Autonomy stands for the capacity for self-

generation, for self-realization, or for being a law 

unto themselves, if even in some minimal way.” 
(Heyd, 2003; 2005)  

 “recognition of other selves means recognition of 

limits to one’s own acting” 



The value of nature 

Start in the Autonomy of Nature 

 

“Autonomy stands for the capacity for self-

generation, for self-realization, or for being a law 

unto themselves, if even in some minimal way.” 
(Heyd, 2003; 2005)  

Autonomy does not deny 
mutual influence 



The value of nature 

Reference to autonomy 
as start to take nature 
seriously for its own 
sake 



Ethics and the vet 

• Recognition of moral status of animals come 

with duties independent of context in which 

the animal lives. 

 • Context influences 

o the type of duty one has as a vet 

o What duties are at stake (e.g., respect for 

autonomy of nature) 



Ethics and the vet 

Swart 2005 
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Ethics and the vet 

Swart 2005 



Challenges: animal welfare 

Dealing with wild animals confront vets with new 

questions of animal welfare. 
 

Majority of research tend to focus on:  
a. The welfare of kept animals. 

b. The welfare of individual animals  

c. Nature management and conservation with out 

much attention to welfare 

As a result, it is unclear how to translate the debates 

on moral obligations with regard to animal welfare 

into questions of policy and legislation in the field of 

wildlife.  



Animal welfare is at stake…. 

....but no problem (?): part of nature. 

Challenges: animal welfare 



....but there is a need to intervene !/ ? 

Challenges: animal welfare 
Animal welfare is at stake…. 



Challenges: animal welfare 
1. Animal welfare: the need of a debate on the 

role of human intervention and practical 

possibilities (technical, spatial planning, etc,)  



Challenges: animal welfare 
2. Animal welfare: the need of conceptual 

innovation  

• The understanding of animal welfare: reference to 

“Five freedoms”, but there is no explicit definition 

that is better applicable to non-kept animals. 

• The distinction between collectives and individuals is 

not taken into account in the assessment of animal 

welfare. 



Challenges: animal welfare 

There is a mismatch between practice, concepts and 

ethical/ legal frameworks 



Need for innovation:  

?? 

Challenges: animal welfare 



Conclusion 

• Basic ethical concerns are similar for wild and 

domesticated animal 

• Strong reasons to consider animals as morally 

relevant 

• Vets have duties towards animals, owners and 

society  



Conclusion 

• Basic ethical concerns are similar for wild and 

domesticated animal 

• Wildlife faces vets with new and additional moral 

problems: 

• Respect to the autonomy of nature 

• Duty of care requires not only active 

intervention, but also evidence based decisions 

not to intervene 

• Dealing with collectives/ population rather than 

with individuals only. 

 



Conclusion 

• Basic ethical concerns are similar for wild and 

domesticated animal 

• Wildlife faces vets with new and additional moral 

problems 

• Requires active stance  

• in the debate on wildlife management 

• in the innovation of translating existing concepts 

(health, welfare, ….) to the context of wildlife 

 

……not to burden the vet with additional 

responsibility but because of (a) knowledge and 

expertise and (b) professional responsibility  

 



Association/ 

Company 

Thank for your attention! 


