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Over the past few months, I’ve 
been truly uplifted by the incredible 
momentum we’re building together. 
From passionate local communities 
to pioneering laboratories, and right 
through to the heart of Westminster, 
the call for animal-free, human-specific 
science is growing stronger every single 
day. 
 
This was especially clear during World 
Animal Free Research Day in May, where 
our collective efforts made a huge and 
unforgettable impact! Read our updates 
on page 6.

Thanks to the voices of supporters like 
you, animal-free science is firmly on 
the political agenda. The recent cross-
party strategy letter, backed by over 60 
Parliamentarians and high-profile allies, 
has sent a clear message to those in 
power. We are now closer than ever 
to a future where animal-free science 
becomes the norm - not the exception.
 
Of course, there is still so much to fight 
for. On page 8, we shed light on one of 
the most disturbing products still widely 
used in medical research: Foetal Calf 
Serum, or FCS. It’s a painful subject but 
an essential one to raise awareness of, 
as so many people still don’t realise the 
suffering it causes. 
 
We also take a closer look at the latest 
round of approved animal use licence 
summaries (page 9), which reveal just 

how urgently reform is needed. These 
documents detail experiments set to 
involve more than 1.5 million animals over 
the next five years - a stark reminder of 
why change cannot come soon enough. 

But there is hope. Thanks to your 
support, our scientists are showing that 
ethical, animal-free research isn’t just 
possible - it’s better.

In this issue, I’m delighted to introduce 
the newest group of scientists we’re 
funding through donations like yours. 
These remarkable individuals are leading 
innovative projects, including Professor 
Julian Ma, who is developing ethical, 
affordable medicines using plants instead 
of animals. You can read all about Julian 
and his work on pages 10 to 13. 

You’ll also meet Ian, Ethan and Fiona 
(pages 14 to 19), whose inspiring 
research is helping to replace the use of 
FCS and build more effective, human-
specific models for tackling diseases like 
cancer and liver disease.
 
Thank you for believing in our mission. 
Together, we are changing the story of 
medical research - and building a world 
where no animal suffers in the name of 
science.

Contents

Carla Owen, Chief Executive

With grateful thanks,

Together, we’re changing the 
future of science
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Latest News

Over 60 cross-party Parliamentarians and celebrities sign letter 
calling for clear timeline on phasing out animal experiments

In a powerful show of unity, 57 MPs and Peers from across the political spectrum have 
signed an open letter urging the Government to commit to a clear plan to phase out 
animal experiments in the UK. Our wonderful Patrons Dame Joanna Lumley and Carol 
Royle, alongside celebrities Alan Cumming, Diane Morgan, Deborah Meaden and Will 
Young have also added their endorsement to the cross-party letter.

The letter was handed in at Parliament on 22nd July by Irene Campbell MP, alongside other 
supportive Parliamentarians. Backed by thousands of our supporters who wrote to their 
MPs calling for action, the letter highlights the urgent need for a strategic shift towards 
modern, human-specific science. Our CEO, Carla Owen, says: 

 
“It’s time for the Government to stop turning a blind eye to the shortcomings of animal 
experiments. Our message is clear: the public and Parliament are united in demanding an 
ambitious plan to accelerate the transition to humane, effective research.” 

 
The call for a phase-out strategy comes amid growing public support for ending animal 
testing, as well as increasing scientific recognition of the limitations of using animals to 
model human biology and disease. The letter urges the Government to invest in and adopt 
advanced, animal-free technologies that offer more reliable and ethical alternatives.

Hot off the press: A new publication from our Animal 
Replacement Centre of Excellence 2.0

Our scientists are making incredible strides in developing ethical research models that 
spare animals and accelerate progress for patients. As several of our grant-funded 
projects come to an end, we’re proud to share the remarkable impact they’ve made – from 
replacing animal-derived products to advancing models for cancer, muscle loss, and more.

Merlin Davies, Professor Lorna Harries and the University of Exeter team have 
published their latest findings in Nature Scientific Reports. Their study shows that older 
people have a higher immune cell “age” - meaning less effective virus response and fewer 
antibodies against infections like COVID-19 and flu. These findings could pave the way for 
new treatments to help slow immune ageing and boost protection against infection. 

This is a major step forward in understanding how we can protect our ageing population. 
Huge congratulations to Merlin, Lorna and the ARC 2.0 team! 

Our heartfelt thanks to The Hospital Saturday Fund for their incredibly generous £12,000 
donation towards our pioneering dementia research project at the University of Derby.

With this support, we’re one step closer to a future where dementia can be better 
understood and treated using human-specific, animal-free research.

A generous gift for a kinder future 

Progress Without Cruelty: Exciting Updates from Our Researchers

Dr Livia Rocha dos Santos at Nottingham Trent University is 
developing a human muscle cell model to study age-related muscle 
wasting diseases like sarcopenia. Livia removed all animal-derived 
products from the model to make it fully human-specific, so results 
will be easier to translate into benefits for patients.

Dr Nick Peake at Sheffield Hallam University is making a fully human 
model of bowel cancer. Nick used leftover tissue from surgeries 
to create a human environment for growing cancer cells. He found 
differences in their behaviour compared to those grown using 
animal-derived products, highlighting the importance of using 
human materials to grow human cells.

Dr Sam Aspinall at the University of Hertfordshire is developing 
synthetic versions of animal-derived gelatin, known as 
ThermoPIGs. These materials respond to changes in temperature 
in the same way as animal-derived gelatin (solid when cooler, liquid 
when warmer), making them a versatile and ethical replacement in 
many areas of research.

Momita Bhuiyan, part of Dr Adrian Biddle’s team at our Animal 
Replacement Centre (ARC) 1.0 at Queen Mary University of London, 
has completed her Animal Free Research UK-funded PhD lab work, 
and is now writing her thesis! Momita used a human cell model 
to study the spread of oral cancer to other parts of the body, and 
developed a hydrogel to replace animal-derived materials like 
Matrigel.
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May was a milestone month for animal-
free science - and thanks to your 
support, World Animal Free 
Research Day 2025 was our 
biggest and boldest yet.

From celebrity backing to 
political impact, momentum for 
Herbie’s Law is growing fast.

We teamed up with celebrities 
including Kirsty Gallacher, Deborah 
Meaden, and Diane Morgan for a 
powerful visual campaign featuring two 
adorable beagles  -  capturing hearts and 
shining a national spotlight on this vital 
issue.

Our incredible patron, actress Carol 
Royle, added her voice with a heartfelt 
video appeal urging people across the 
UK to stand behind Herbie’s Law.

We made national headlines, with 
Herbie’s Law and our celebrity campaign 
featured in:  

•	  A full-page article in The Mirror
•	 The Sun’s Bizarre column, the Daily 

Star, and the Bournemouth Echo
•	 Conservative Home, with a powerful 

piece by our trustee, Anna Firth
•	 The House magazine, featuring a 

thought-provoking article by Steve 
Race MP

Our Public Affairs Director, Isobel, also 
took to the airwaves on LBC News Radio 
to spotlight the urgent need for change. 
 
Meanwhile, Westminster Underground 
Station was taken over by bold, eye-
catching ads for Herbie’s Law, putting 
the message right where it matters most: 
in front of Parliament. 

H E R B I E ’ S  L A W  U P D A T E S

A MONTH OF 
ACTION - 
AND IMPACT

Inside Parliament, momentum is growing 
too.
 
Irene Campbell MP secured an 
adjournment debate on animal use in 
research, while Daniel Francis MP raised 
the issue in a packed House of Commons 
just moments before Prime Minister’s 
Questions - specifically calling for a 
phase-out of dogs in testing.     

The Government has commited to 
releasing a plan to phase out animal 
testing later this year. Human-specific, 
animal-free science is finally on the 
political agenda. 
 
We’ve also seen fantastic support 
from MPs and Peers on social media, 
and in person at our photocall outside 
Parliament, where they proudly posed 
with a giant cut-out of Herbie himself.

None of this would be possible without 
the continued support of compassionate 
people like you. By emailing your MPs, 
sharing our message, and championing 
Herbie’s Law, you’ve helped bring 
animal-free science to the forefront of 
political conversation. Your voices have 
power, and together, we’ve made them 
impossible to ignore.

Herbie makes the headlines

Parliament speaks up

YOU made this possible

A special shoutout to our incredible Bude 
Group in Cornwall who turned the town 
turquoise - they’re proudly celebrating 10 
years of tireless campaigning, community 
outreach, and unwavering advocacy for 
humane science. Thank you for a decade 
of dedication!

To everyone who took on our 100km 
Challenge: you stepped up (literally!) and 
raised an amazing £3,800 to help fund 
pioneering animal-free research. Every 
kilometre, every donation, and every step 
forward brings us closer to a kinder, more 
innovative future.

H E R B I E ’ S  L A W  U P D A T E S

Daniel Francis MP 
and Isobel Martin

Irene Campbell MP

Celebrating the Bude community 
group’s 10th Anniversary

Two of our adverts at 
Westminster station
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F C S :  T H E  D A R K  S E C R E C T  O F  R E S E A R C H

FOETAL CALF 
SERUM (FCS):
THE DARK SECRET OF 
CELL-BASED RESEARCH

Did you know that nearly every lab in 
the world still relies on a product called 
foetal calf serum - or FCS - to grow 
human cells in medical research? 

Please be advised: this topic involves 
distressing content that some readers 
may find upsetting. 

Each year, it’s estimated that 
1 to 3 million calves are used 
globally to produce FCS. 
 
FCS is extracted from unborn calves, 
taken from pregnant cows killed for the 
meat industry. The serum is collected 
by draining blood from the calf’s heart, 
sometimes while it is still alive - a 
process that raises serious ethical and 
welfare concerns.

Because only foetuses over 3 months 
old can be used, there is a real risk that 
these animals are aware and capable of 
feeling pain during the process.

It is estimated that a 9-month-old 
foetus yields only enough to fill 
one bottle. 

A research group regularly growing cells 
can use tens of bottles of FCS each 
year, creating a huge global demand for 
this product. In 2023, the global market 

for FCS was around an astonishing $1.8 
billion, and this is predicted to rise to $4.5 
billion by 2030.

Beyond the ethical concerns, FCS poses 
significant scientific problems: 

•	 Components like hormones and 
proteins very between batches, 
which can make results unreliable.

•	 It contains unknown substances that 
can interfere with research.

•	 Since it’s derived from cows but 
used to grow human cells, it can limit 
the relevance of findings for human 
medicine.

The encouraging news is that viable 
alternatives already exist, and even 
more promising, affordable methods are 
being developed right now. 

This year, we’re proud to have awarded 
new research grants to pioneering 
scientists Professor Ian Copple and Dr 
Fiona Saunders, whose projects are 
helping to accelerate the shift away from 
FCS and towards a kinder, more effective 
research system. 

You can read more about their projects 
from page 14. 

A N I M A L  L I C E N C E  S U M M A R I E S

When applying for a licence to carry out 
animal experiments, researchers must 
also submit a “non-technical” summary 
of the project, which is made publicly 
available. These documents must detail 
the species, the number of animals, 
and the procedures involved - many of 
which are invasive, painful, and deeply 
distressing. 
 
Yet the system that approves these 
licences is badly outdated. Researchers 
must state why they are choosing to 
use animals instead of modern, human-
specific alternatives, but this is often 
treated as little more than a “tick box” 
exercise.
 
The latest batch of approved licence 
summaries from April to June this year 
covers experiments involving more 
than 1.5 million animals,  including 850 
beagles and 511 monkeys.

Thousands of mice, rats and chickens will 
be used to test various “humane” killing 
methods. All animals used will be healthy 
and will not have been used in other 
experiments - their purpose is solely to 
be killed.

One project will carry out invasive brain 
surgery on 34,000 mice - including 
implantation of devices, tubes and 
recording wires , and injection of viruses 
or substances directly into the brain 
or behind the eye. Yet the applicants 
estimate that 88% of these animals will 
only experience “mild” suffering. 

Use of controversial techniques in 
dogs like oral gavage - using a tube to 
administer substances directly to the 
stomach.

Deliberately inducing stress with 
methods including bright lights, cage 
tilting, intermittent air puffs, vibration 
and/or exposure to argon gas.

A BROKEN SYSTEM
Human-specific research is the future - 

but the law is stuck in the past

Since the start of 2025, over 3.8 
million animals have already been 
approved for use in experiments over 
the next 5 years.

Make a difference.

Ask your MP to sign 
EDM210 and give animals 

the life they deserve.

Just a few of the horrifying experiments 
taken from the latest licence summaries:
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                                                                      ANIMALS TO BE REPLACED

P L A N T I - B O D I E S  P R O J E C T P L A N T I - B O D I E S  P R O J E C T

FROM PLANTS 
TO PATIENTS:
GROWING TOMORROW’S 
MEDICINES TODAY

Monoclonal antibodies are life-
saving treatments for diseases like 
cancer, rabies, and malaria, but these 
treatments are costly to produce - in 
turn making them incredibly expensive 
for healthcare providers and patients. 

Monoclonal antibodies are some of the 
world’s most expensive treatments. 
These high costs make these lifesaving 
treatments inaccessible to many 
patients in lower income countries, 
where public healthcare systems often 
can’t pay for these treatments, yet these 
countries have some of the greatest 
needs.

Professor Julian Ma at City St Georges, University of 
London, is revolutionising the way we produce life-saving 
monoclonal antibody treatments. By using genetically 
modified plants instead of animals, his groundbreaking 
research has the potential to make vital treatments for 
cancer, malaria, and other diseases more accessible to 
people around the world.

Priced out of a cure

Cows

Horses

Hamsters

Mice

In the past, production of monoclonal 
antibodies relied on antibodies extracted 
from the blood of vaccinated animals like 
mice, rabbits or large animals like horses 
- a method which is still sometimes used 
today. 

In more recent years, production has 
generally shifted to lab-based cell 
culture techniques, often using animal 
cells grown using foetal calf serum, a 
controversial product collected from calf 
foetuses as a by-product of the meat 
industry, as well as other animal-derived 
additives, raising ethical concerns.

An antibody is a protein produced by the 
immune system that finds and destroys 
foreign substances that enter the body, 
like bacteria and viruses. Antibodies 
recognise specific proteins on the 
surface of cells (known as antigens) 
and destroy them, helping to fight off 
infections and keep us healthy.

A monoclonal antibody targets just one 
specific antigen. They can be engineered 
to recognise and deliver drugs to only 
diseased cells, preventing damage to 
healthy cells to reduce side effects.

What is a monoclonal antibody?
The average cost for monoclonal 
antibody cancer treatment is 
over $96,000 a year.

An exciting alternative is to produce 
monoclonal antibodies using genetically 
modified plants instead. Unlike animal 
cells, plants don’t host human bacteria 
or viruses, making them a safe option 
for drug production, while plant-based 
systems are also cheaper to operate, 
requiring only water, light, and basic 
nutrients.

But while plant-based production 
sounds like a promising alternative,             
a major challenge so far has been the 
low yield of antibodies from plants, 
preventing the large-scale adoption 
of these methods by pharmaceutical 
companies.

 
To solve this production problem, 
Julian and his team have genetically 
modified the plant Nicotiana 
benthamiana, a close relative of tobacco, 
so it mimics the key cells of our immune 
system that generate antibodies. 

This innovation has already led to a 
100-fold increase in antibody production 
levels, making plant-based manufacturing 
a more viable alternative for drug 
development.

In this pilot project, Julian and his team 
aim to refine their system by optimising 
the plant cell environment to boost 
antibody production even further. 

Their goal is to develop different types 
of monoclonal antibodies that could 
be used to treat respiratory infections 
like COVID-19 and flu, gastrointestinal 
infections such as E. coli, oral fungal 
infections like thrush, and chronic 
diseases including cancer, dementia and 
inflammatory conditions.

By replacing animal  cell-based 
production methods with plants, this 
pioneering work represents a major step 
towards the production of accessible and 
sustainable antibody-based medicines.

With this research, Julian’s not just 
replacing animals in antibody production 
- he’s transforming medicine for a 
greener, more ethical future!

The solution: planti-bodies!

An ethical problem
Increasing production of 
plant-based antibodies

Julian’s project

Seeds from genetically 
modified tobacco plants
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for a plant derived monoclonal antibody 
(thereby proving that high quality 
manufacturing in plants was achievable) 
and the first in the world to perform a 
“first in human” clinical trial of a plant-
derived monoclonal antibody (thereby 
demonstrating safety of a monoclonal 
antibody produced in transgenic tobacco 
plants).

What are your future aims or career 
goals?

To establish a production pipeline for 
monoclonal antibodies in plants, that 
is appliable to infectious diseases in 
low- and middle-income countries, and 
to achieve commercialisation of at least 
one new product, produced in plants.

If you weren’t a scientist, what do you 
think you’d be doing instead?

As a teenager, I aspired to go into 
space. I applied to the Project Juno 
advertisement (“Astronaut required – 
no experience necessary”), that was 
placed in the national newspapers, which 

was a cooperation between the UK 
and the Soviet Union to send a British 
astronaut to the Mir space station. This 
was the advertisement that led to Helen 
Sharman’s selection as the first British 
astronaut. Had I not been attracted into 
medical research, I would have pursued 
my ambition to work on space travel, an 
area that continues to fascinate me now.

What do you like to do outside of the 
lab? 

I am a keen amateur violinist and 
have played with my local amateur 
symphony orchestra for 48 years. I 
regularly play badminton (passably) and 
golf (appallingly). I am an enthusiastic 
potter. Finally I am passionate about 
Public Engagement in Science and I am 
involved in various activities, including 
a 6-weekly Science Club called “Inside 
Science” that I run in HMP Wandsworth.

G E T  T O  K N O W :  J U L I A N  M AG E T  T O  K N O W :  J U L I A N  M A

Julian in the lab

Julian with his plants in 2012...	   and in 2025!

From 2012 to 2015, Animal Free Research UK 
funded Julian’s development of a plant-based 
method to replace the use of horses in rabies treatment. 
He and his team discovered a hormone that boosted 
antibody yields, as well as trialling robotic systems to keep 
the environment sterile. 

The project led to three published papers, global 
conference presentations, and a positive meeting with 
the MHRA. Julian is now working to bring the treatment 
into clinical development in South Africa, where affordable 
options are urgently needed.

10 MINUTES WITH JULIAN MA

Help fund
plant-powered 
breakthroughs

PAST PROJECT

Julian’s plants

Why is animal-free research important 
to you, and what impact could your 
work have on replacing animals in 
experiments? 

My interest in animal-free research 
started with a desire to reduce the 
dependence of low- and middle income 
countries on antibodies produced in 
horses for the treatment of rabies. One 
of the key issues preventing a move to 
recombinant (animal-free) monoclonal 

antibodies for these treatments was cost 
and availability. The plant manufacturing 
platform for monoclonal antibodies offers 
solutions to both of these issues.

What, or who, inspired you to become a 
scientist?

Professor Thomas Lehner, who was a 
mucosal immunologist. He inspired me at 
a public talk when I was an A-level student 
to study dentistry and subsequently to 
work on mucosal infectious diseases.

What has been your biggest 
achievement, or what are you most 
proud of so far?

When plants were first proposed as 
a potential manufacturing platform 
for monoclonal antibodies, many, 
including almost everyone from the 
pharmaceutical industry did not believe 
that plant antibodies could be developed 
to the same quality as those produced in 
Chinese Hamster Ovary Cells. I led an EU 
funded academic consortium over many 
years, to develop an HIV neutralising 
antibody in plants. We were the first in the 
world to obtain a manufacturing license 

Scan the QR code to donate to 
Julian’s project:

12
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L I V E R  R E S E A R C H  P R O J E C T L I V E R  R E S E A R C H  P R O J E C T

TRANSFORMING 
LIVER RESEARCH
WITH ANIMAL-FREE METHODS

A humane approach 
 
The liver is one of the most important 
organs in the body, processing what 
we eat and drink, filtering toxins, and 
helping us respond to medicines, but it’s 
a complex organ and difficult to study. 
That’s why accurate, human-specific 
models are urgently needed to better 
understand how it works.

At the University of Liverpool, the 
Human Liver Research Facility (HLRF) 
is at the cutting edge of human liver 
research. The HLRF works closely with 
Liverpool University Hospital to collect 
liver tissue from patients who have 
had part of their liver removed during 
surgery. 

This donated tissue can be used to 
extract human liver cells - as many as 
200 million cells can be collected from 
a single donation - giving researchers a 
valuable way to study the liver in health 
and disease.

An animal-free liver model
That’s where Professor Ian Copple’s 
pioneering project comes in. Ian is helping 
transform the HLRF into a completely 
animal-free research facility, by finding 
better, more ethical ways to grow human 
liver cells in the lab.

The HLRF is currently estimated to use 
around 1.2 litres of foetal calf serum 
(FCS) per year, with the equivalent 
of around 4 calf foetuses required to 
generate this volume. 

Outside of the institute, Ian estimates 
that FCS from at least 28 calf foetuses 
is used each year to produce data for 
published studies on liver spheroids alone 
- averaging around 23 papers annually. 
Even more FCS is likely used for research 
that never gets published.

Building better liver models
To help end the use of FCS in research, 
Ian is testing a more ethical way to grow 
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Cows

Professor Ian Copple at the University of 
Liverpool is investigating ethical, sustainable 
alternatives to foetal calf serum (FCS) for growing 
liver cells in the lab. He’s testing how patient-
derived liver cells respond to different FCS-free 
conditions.

GET TO KNOW IAN

liver cells in the lab. Instead of using 
FCS, he’s using a serum-free solution 
boosted with  growth factors made 
using bacteria.

To find the best method, Ian is 
comparing how liver cells grow and 
behave in three different conditions: 
with FCS, with human serum, and with 
the new serum-free solution. He’s 
looking at how the cells develop and how 
they respond to medicines, aiming to 
find the most reliable approach.

What makes this research even more 
exciting is how the liver cells are grown. 
Instead of growing flat on a surface 
(as in traditional methods), Ian is 
growing them as tiny 3D spheres called 

spheroids. These better reflect how liver 
cells behave inside the human body.

Spheroids are powerful tools for 
studying liver function, disease, and drug 
responses - replacing animal experiments 
that often don’t translate into results for 
patients.

Changing the future of liver 
research
Ian’s research could significantly impact 
how cell-based research is done. Liver 
cells like these are used globally - in 
universities and the pharmaceutical 
industry - to study liver biology, disease, 
and drug-induced liver injury (DILI), a 
common side effect of medications. By 
proving these cells can be grown without 
animal products, Ian’s work could help 
reduce animal use in labs worldwide.
 
Once complete, his findings will be shared 
publicly, giving other researchers the 
tools to switch to animal-free methods 
and helping make research more reliable, 
ethical, and human-specific.Liver spheroid grown with human 

growth factors (left) vs without (right) 

What inspired you to become a scientist?
I actually loved sport and started an undergraduate course in Physical Education, but 
quickly realised it was the science aspect that interested me the most, so I switched 
course and never looked back!

What are your future aims? 
My group’s research aims to enhance the treatment of patients in several disease 
settings by improving the effectiveness of drugs while reducing their toxic side effects. 
Our goal is to make a real difference to as many patients as possible. 

What has been your biggest achievement so far?
Supervising PhD students and seeing them develop into 
professional scientists over the 3-4 years of their projects.

If you weren’t a scientist, what would you be doing instead?
Possibly a sports coach or teacher. Or maybe a police detective!
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PREDICTING SIDE EFFECTS TO IMPROVE

PROSTATE CANCER
TREATMENT

P R O S T A T E  C A N C E R  P R O J E C T P R O S T A T E  C A N C E R  P R O J E C T

13

Limited options
Approximately 1 in 8 men will be 
diagnosed with prostate cancer in their 
lifetime, making it the most common 
cancer in men, and the fourth most 
common cancer worldwide. In the UK, 
over 12,000 men sadly lose their lives to 
the disease each year.

While low-risk prostate cancer responds 
well to hormone therapy and average 
survival rates are over 95%, treatment 
options are much more limited for 
high-risk cases. Chemotherapy drugs 
are often the only option for these 
patients, but they don’t always work and 
can have severe side effects. There is 
an urgent need for safer, more targeted 
anti-cancer drugs which can make 
treatment more tolerable and effective, 
but this is not an easy task.

Finding new treatments
Cancer research still heavily relies on 
animal experiments. However, results 
from these experiments often fail to 
predict what will happen in patients 

due to important differences between 
animals and humans. Many drugs that 
seem promising in animal tests later fail 
in human clinical trials, delaying progress 
and leaving high-risk prostate cancer 
patients with limited options.

Testing a new model by 
comparing to what we know
Dr Ethan Perkins and his team at the 
University of Bradford are working 
to improve the outlook for high-risk 
patients. Ethan is developing an 
advanced 3D model of prostate cancer 
that accurately mimics how the disease 
behaves in humans. By combining 
human prostate cancer cells with other 
important cells like blood vessels, liver, 

Dr Ethan Perkins at the University of Bradford 
is developing an advanced human cell model of 
prostate cancer that can predict chemotherapy 
side effects, making treatments safer and more 
tolerable for patients.

and skin cells, Ethan’s model doesn’t just 
test if an anti-cancer drug works - but 
also how it might affect the rest of the 
body, helping to predict if it could cause 
widespread side effects.

As part of this project, chemotherapy 
drugs that are currently used in 
patients will be tested on the model and 
compared against existing patient data. 
By demonstrating that his platform can 
replicate real-world drug responses, 
Ethan aims to validate it as a superior 
alternative to animal testing. 

Replacing animals and animal-
derived products
Ethan estimates that his approach could 
replace the use of more than 2,500 mice 
at his institute alone, with the potential 

to expand this method to other types of 
cancer and diseases. 
 
But it’s not just live animals used in 
experiments. Many cancer studies still 
rely on animal-derived materials like 
foetal calf serum, gelatin, collagen, and 
antibodies. Ethan’s team is also working 
to replace these with animal-free 
alternatives, making their research both 
more ethical and more reliable.

Future impact
Ethan’s work represents a shift towards 
a future where cancer research is fully 
human-specific, leading to targeted 
treatments with fewer side effects that 
can improve the treatment experience 
for cancer patients. 

By sharing his findings and techniques, 
Ethan aims to encourage and support 
other researchers to transition away 
from using animals and animal-derived 
products, paving the way
 for more ethical, 
effective, and 
patient-centred
medicine.
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As an early-career researcher, what are you most proud of so far?
Obviously, this grant success is a huge highlight, as Animal Free Research UK has been 
a charity I have wanted to work with for quite some time and this opportunity will be so 
beneficial for my career to highlight the alternative systems to animal-based models.

Do you have any pets? 
I’m a huge animal person and growing up we had no less than 5 dogs at any one time and 
approximately 10 cats to go along with it. During my PhD I bought a horse, again who I 
absolutely adored, but sadly lost to cancer a couple of years ago. Currently I live with my 
wife and our two cats, Frank and Nancy (Sinatra).

GET TO KNOW ETHAN

Ethan and PhD student Ann

Part of Ethan’s cell 
culture set up
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B R E A S T  C A N C E R  P R O J E C T B R E A S T  C A N C E R  P R O J E C T

REPLACING FOETAL CALF SERUM IN 

BREAST CANCER 
RESEARCH

Dr Fiona Saunders at the University of 
Aberdeen is helping breast cancer researchers 
to go animal-free by testing ethical, reliable 
alternatives to foetal calf serum (FCS) in the lab.

Breast cancer remains one of the 
biggest health challenges we face 
today. It’s the most common cancer 
globally and is responsible for around 
12.5% of all new cancer diagnoses. In 
the UK alone, around 55,000 women 
and 400 men are diagnosed each year, 
and approximately 1 in 7 women will be 
diagnosed in their lifetime.

Thanks to advances in early detection 
and treatment, more people than ever 
are surviving breast cancer - but we still 
have a way to go. Breast cancer still 
claims the lives of over 11,500 women 
and 85 men in the UK every year, so 
continued research into understanding 
this complex disease is vital.

To study breast cancer in the 
lab, researchers often grow cells using 
animal-derived products like foetal 
calf serum (FCS) . Because each bottle 
comes from a different animal, the mix 
of nutrients, hormones and proteins in 

each batch of FCS varies; making results 
harder to replicate and less reliable, 
especially when translating findings to 
human patients.

Human serum can replace FCS, but it’s 
about five times more expensive and still 
subject to batch variation. To address 
this, many cheaper, more consistent 
synthetic alternatives have been 
developed, though they’re not yet widely 
used.

Some researchers are reluctant to move 
away from long-used methods, despite 
their flaws. Changing approaches can be 
daunting, especially with limited funding 	
and time. Plus, not all cell types respond 
the same to each alternative, so finding 
optimal conditions takes effort and 
resources.

Dr Fiona Saunders and her team aim to 
address this issue and help the scientific 
community make the switch to animal-
free cell culture methods. Fiona’s 
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research is focussed on testing animal-
free alternatives to FCS that can be used 
to reliably grow human breast cancer 
cells in the lab.

Fiona will test three different animal-
free FCS alternatives to grow several 
common types of breast cancer cells. 
She’ll examine how the cells grow, look, 
move, and respond to cancer treatments 
when grown in each type of media, and 
identify which alternative allows the cells 
to grow most similarly to those grown 
using FCS.

Fiona’s team will also create a practical 
roadmap to help other researchers to 
transition away from FCS, reducing 
reliance on animal-derived products in 
breast cancer research.

To further understand what’s holding 
other scientists back from trying FCS 
alternatives, Fiona also plans to conduct 
a survey to explore attitudes, concerns 
and barriers around switching to animal-
free cell culture methods, which the 
team will address in future work.

Fiona and her team

A global health crisis

Replacing FCS in the lab

Changing Minds and Methods

Breast cancer cells

Why is animal-free research important to you?
The animal-derived products that are routinely used in cell culture cause problems 
with reproducibility. I think it is important to try and develop better systems for our 
experiments that remove animal products as far as possible and make them more 
relevant to human research. This makes them more ethically sound and sustainable. 

What inspired you to become a scientist? 
I decided to study Biomedical Science (Pharmacology) at Aberdeen because I was 
interested in how drugs work in the body. My honours project was 
what made me decide to become a scientist. The title – “Does an 
aspirin a day keep cancer at bay?” made me want to know more.

What do you like to do outside of the lab?
I enjoy running and I play cornet in my local brass band. I also 
enjoy reading and walking my dog, Archie.

GET TO KNOW FIONA
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FABULOUS
FUNDRAISERS

F A B U L O U S  F U N D R A I S E R S

A huge thank you to everyone who took part in the 
100km Challenge across May, June, and July!

Hula for good: Francesca takes on a 
Hula Hoop Assault Course

Feeling inspired?

On 31st July, the fabulous Francesca - a Guinness 
World Record holder - took on a hilariously unique 
challenge to raise funds for Animal Free Research UK. 
As Francesca put it herself: 

	 It’s an assault to test on animals, which 
	 is why I’m doing an assault course!” 

Supporters who sponsored her could suggest wild 
obstacles for her to complete while hula hooping - and 
they certainly delivered! Challenges included balancing 
a tin of soup on her head (pictured), walking barefoot 
across gravel, eating frozen Brussels sprouts (braver 
than most!), and finishing with a soaking from a garden 
hose - all whilst reading out facts about animal testing. 

Francesca’s creativity and courage brought smiles to many, all while raising vital funds for 
ethical science. Thank you, Francesca!

Melissa’s London Marathon 2026
Melissa will be joining the Herbie’s Heroes team next April 
at the TCS London Marathon. She says:

	 I used to hate running! In 2017 my dear friend
	  ran the London Marathon, and then my husband 
in 2018. I felt so inspired and thought maybe I could do 
that, even though it seemed impossible. After a couple of 
months I was running a 5km, then 10km, a half marathon, 
and then my first marathon distance during lockdown, in 
my garden. I never thought my first marathon would finish 
by the 2 wheelie bins on my garden path!

Every year so many animals suffer or die, including dogs. I 
look at my dog and cannot imagine another dog suffering.”

Thanks to your incredible efforts, you’ve raised over £3,800 to 
support kinder, human-specific science, and a future free from 
animal testing. 
 
We’re especially thrilled to celebrate our top fundraisers, who each 
won an exclusive Herbie’s Heroes t-shirt: Jacky Rhodes, Debbie 
Gray (pictured here with her rat, Mango), Alan Woodfield, Andrea 
McLoughlin, Gillian Graham, Tanya Rayment, Laura Palomo, Eric, 
Claire, and Gill.

	 During my PhD, I learned that my university alone uses
	  over 100,000 animals a year in research. I’ve seen the reality 
- and I rehomed four ex-lab rats. They were going to be killed when 
their experiments ended. They deserved better. This challenge is in 
memory of Kiwi, who lived with me for 18 months after life in the lab.”	
						      - Debbie Gray

There’s still time to take part! While the window to win a t-shirt has 
now closed, the challenge has been extended into the autumn, and 

Debbie and Mango

Handsome Leo in his 
challenge bandana

anyone who raises £50 or more will receive a certificate and badge as a thank you. 

So get moving, soak up the last of the summer sun, and do an amazing thing to help animals! 

Join the Herbies Heroes Challenge!

Walk 100km to raise vital funds in the fight 
to end animal testing in medical research. 
Scan the QR code for more details.

Some of the Bude community group - including Jacky Rhodes (centre)
Photo by Gordon Dickie
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M Y T H B U S T I N G
Listen to the 
Animal Free Labcast

W A Y S  T O  H E L P

Makes scientific 
      research accessible

Join Carla and Dr Gemma Davies every fortnight for thought-
provoking conversations with leading scientists, policymakers, 
and animal protection advocates. Together, they explore what it 
really takes to create a world free from animal testing. 

Recent guests include Professor Jens Schwamborn, who is 
growing 3D human brain models to study Parkinson’s, and Dr 
Dania Movia, winner of this year’s Outstanding Scientist Award.

Check out our shop
Wear your values with pride with one of 
our t-shirts, hoodies, notebooks, water 

bottles, tote bags, and more. 
They make great gifts too!

Catch up on all the episodes on our website, 

Give as You Live
Leading retailers like Marks and Spencer, Sainsbury’s, Tesco, John 
Lewis, Debenhams, Interflora, Expedia and Booking.com all offer 
cashback donations to good causes, so next time you’re shopping 
online, why not take a look?

Play for animals – Join our weekly lottery
Play our weekly lottery for your chance to win £25,000! 
From just £1 a week, every player has a 1 in 63 chance of 
winning a prize. We receive 50p out of every £1.
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          Animal testing for medical 
research is required by law.

         Animal testing for medical 
research is not required by law.

In 2023, the Department of Health and Social Care confirmed there is no UK law requiring 
animal testing. Some regulations recommend animal tests (e.g. for new drugs), but this 
is not a legal requirement. Guidelines suggest using two species before human trials 
– usually a rodent, like a rat or mouse, and a non-rodent - like a beagle or a monkey. 
However, validated non-animal models can be accepted instead. 

          Animals don’t experience 
pain or suffering like humans, so 
testing on them is acceptable.

           Animals do feel pain – and UK 
law even recognises it.

The UK recognises many animals, including cats, dogs, rabbits, and even octopuses, 
as sentient – capable of feeling pain and emotions. Yet millions still endure painful 
experiments like long-term drug toxicity testing, brain implants, and invasive surgeries. 
We wouldn’t inflict this on humans – why on animals? Animals are intelligent, self-
aware, and have been proven to feel pain and emotions, so we need to do better by them. 

          If an alternative to animal 
experiments could be used 
instead, it already would be.

           Human-specific technologies 
are available, but underutilised.

From AI to organ-on-chip: technology is evolving fast, yet animal testing lags behind. 
Human-specific methods are already more accurate and cost-effective, but remain 
underused. We want to change that by funding innovation, retraining researchers, and 
driving collaboration. It’s time to shift the mindset, ditch outdated animal experiments, 
and embrace science that truly serves people and protects animals.

MYTHBUSTING
some common misconceptions 
about animal testing

Spotify, Apple Music, or your 
favourite podcast platform.



Writing your will might feel like a daunting task, but it’s one of the most important 
things you can do for your peace of mind – and for the people you care about most. 
 
That’s why we’re offering a limited number of free wills to amazing supporters like 
you. 
 
We’ve partnered with Farewill, the UK’s leading will-writing service, to make the 
process as easy and stress-free as possible. Their friendly experts will guide you 
every step of the way – and you can complete your will in as little as 15 minutes, all 
from the comfort of your own home. 

After providing for your friends and family, we hope you’ll 
consider leaving a legacy of love for animals by including a gift in 
your will to Animal Free Research UK. Thank you. 

For more information about our free will offer please visit our 
website: www.animalfreeresearchuk.org/farewill

Have questions or need support? 
Contact legacies@animalfreeresearchuk.org 

	 Your legacy, 
our future

Write your will for FREE in under 30 minutes

 
Scan the QR code below to get started and tick 
“write my will” off your to-do list today!
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