July 22, 2025
Dr Trevor Pisciotta
Executive Director

Animal Welfare Victoria

Via e-mail: Trevor.Pisciotta@deeca.vic.gov.au

Dear Dr Pisciotta,

Thank you for your April 1, 2025,! response to PETA U.S. and PETA Australia’s
letter dated March 6, 20252 regarding a strangulation and traumatic brain injury
(TBI) experiment on rats at Monash University that purportedly attempted to
examine human health issues of intimate partner violence (IPV).> We look
forward to learning the result of Animal Welfare Victoria’s investigation into our
concerns.

We’re also disturbed to learn from Animal-Free Science Advocacy in Australia
that despite the widespread criticism that Monash University received after the
publication of this rat strangulation and TBI experiment another faculty cohort at
Monash conducted a subsequent cruel strangulation and TBI experiment on
pregnant female rats and their juvenile offspring,*>® including subjecting them to

a modified version of the widely discredited Forced Swim Test (FST).
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Based on the information presented below, we ask that you please expand your
investigation into potential violations of the applicable provisions of the Prevention of
Cruelty to Animals Act 1986 (Vic) ("the Act'"), on the basis that the relevant parties have
failed to meet the requisite conditions and standards specified in the National Health and
Medical Research Council’s (NHMRC) Australian Code for the Care and Use of Animals for
Scientific Purposes 2013 (8" ed) ("'the Code"),” and in turn the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals Regulations 2019 (Vic).! We ask that you include, if warranted, any additional
penalties against experimenters in the initial study we flagged and any new penalties
applicable to those in the most recent experiment. Joining our request is The Alliance for
HOPE International (undersigned),’ a leading U.S. nonprofit that supports domestic violence
survivors and has created the leading training and outreach organization in the world on the
handling of fatal and non-fatal strangulation assaults, and we are now alerting our supporters via
an action alert on this issue—PETA entities have more than 10.4 million members and
supporters around the world.!®

Scientific and Ethical Critiques Left Unaddressed by Monash

In Monash’s March 23, 2025, response to us, the university wrote that "the use of any animal is a
necessity" for examining health effects of IPV due to "the complexity and sensitivity of
investigating intimate partner violence in a clinical setting, and the inability to analyse brain
tissue in living human patients ..."'! This is incorrect, as recent advancements in non-invasive
technologies and computational models offer robust animal-free methods that can provide
valuable insights without tormenting animals. As we mentioned in our March 7, 2025, letter to
Monash,!? experts state that established biomarkers and advanced imaging technologies can
detect brain injury and its progression in humans,'*>!* making the replication of IPV injuries in
experiments on rats—as Monash did in both strangulation and TBI experiments we cited—

7NHMRC. 2013. Australian code for the care and use of animals for scientific purposes. Accessed February 18,
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" E-mail from Jane MS at Monash University to PETA U.S. and PETA Australia to Monash University. Reply to
PETA’s request to end the funding for strangulation and TBI animal experiments. March 23, 2025. Accessed May
13, 2025. https://www.peta.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/2025-04-02-monash-responsed-to-letter-re-rat-
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2025. https://www.peta.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/2025-03-06-letter-to-monash-uni-re-rat-strangulation-
experiment.pdf.

13 Ghaith HS, Nawar AA, Gabra MD, Abdelrahman ME, Nafady MH, Bahbah EI, Ebada MA, Ashraf GM, Negida
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economically wasteful and scientifically unsound.!>'®!” Given the availability of viable, non-
animal research methods we have mentioned, continuing to use animals in such experiments
arguably constitutes a failure to meet the requirements of the Code and therefore a breach of the
legislation. Specifically, reg 108 of the Regulations requires animal experimenters to abide by
the Code,'® and sub-cl 1.5(2) of the Code states, in part, "Evidence to support a case to use
animals must demonstrate that: ... suitable alternatives to replace the use of animals to achieve
the stated aims are not available” (emphasis added)."”

Furthermore, sub-cl 1.15 of the Code states, "Projects that are not scientifically valid must not be
performed, no matter how mild the impact on the wellbeing of the animals" (emphasis added).?’
In Monash’s March 23, 2025, response to us, the university failed to address any of the scientific
invalidities of its rat strangulation and TBI experiment that we flagged—namely, significant
differences between rat and human brain morphology, function, and structure;>! the inability to
replicate in rats the psychological and social dimensions of trauma resulting from IPV in
humans;?*?* and, the fact that rats do not possess the same cognitive and emotional frameworks
as humans to process and manifest trauma in comparable ways.?* This means that conclusions
about human physiological and psychological trauma based on such experiments on animals,
including Monash’s strangulation and TBI experiment on rats, run a high risk of invalid clinical
conclusions,?*® and hence appear to again fail to meet the requirements of the Code and thus the
Regulations and in turn the Act. Monash simply states that it adheres to these provisions but has
provided no evidence to counter our specific scientific critiques, and therefore in our view there
is no current evidence of compliance with the above legislative requirements.

Additionally, sub-cl 1.5(4) of the Code states, "Evidence to support a case to use animals must
demonstrate that: ... the project involves the minimum adverse impact on the wellbeing of the
animals involved" (emphasis added).?” As pointed out in our March 7, 2025, letter to Monash,
the force used in the university’s strangulation and TBI experiment likely caused significant
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distress and tissue trauma—given an average rat’s size and the delicate anatomy of their
respiratory system—as some animals had to be resuscitated after the procedure.?®?° Furthermore,
Dr. Andrew Knight, a veterinary professor of animal welfare,*° determined that Monash
experimenters did not administer adequate analgesia to the rats before these painful procedures.?!
Adding to that, Dr. Katherin Hermann,? a former regulator responsible for assessing animal
research proposals and granting licenses in Germany, condemned Monash’s experiment, saying
that she "would not have approved" this research since it inflicted "severe and needless"
suffering in rats.* It’s therefore reasonable to conclude that Monash’s rat strangulation and TBI
experiment did not involve the minimum adverse impact on the animals used, and it seems highly
unlikely that any evidence provided would have adequately demonstrated that it did, which casts
further doubt on compliance with the requirements of the legislation.

New Rat Strangulation and TBI Experiment at Monash

It appears that another Monash faculty cohort used the same problematic analgesia regimen to
conduct a similarly cruel experiment on pregnant female rats and their juvenile offspring. All of
the scientific and ethical objections that we described previously regarding the initial experiment
also apply to the more recent experiment.>** As if that were not enough, subjecting rats to a
modified FST in the more recent publication provides additional evidence that the requirements
of sub-cls 1.15 and 1.5(4) of the Code were likely not met due to a lack of robust scientific
validity and significant adverse impacts on animal well-being, respectively.*® Once thought of as
a proxy measure of despair-like behaviors in animals, FST is widely seen as based on a flawed
observation that antidepressants can extend swimming time in rodents (despite many false
positives and negative outcomes).’” Today, scientific literature suggests that behaviors observed
during FST may be representative of an evolutionary adaptation to stress and should not be used
to assess mood.*®

Numerous pharmaceutical companies, academic institutions and government entities around the
world— including La Trobe University (June 2024), the Australian Research Council (January
2024), the Parliament of New South Wales (March 2024), NHMRC (December 2023),
University of Western Australia (December 2023), Macquarie University (September 2022),
University of South Australia (April 2021), and University of Adelaide (September 2020)—have
already stopped using or supporting others that use this increasingly obsolete and positively cruel
behavioral test.* The NHMRC—a funding body for the initial and more recent strangulation and
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TBI experiments at Monash—states, "NHMRC considers the potential adverse impacts of the
forced swim test on animal wellbeing to be significant. When the scientific validity of this
procedure for the proposed research is not supported by robust evidence, the use of the forced
swim test in rodents cannot be justified in accordance with the Australian code for the care and
use of animals for scientific purposes and must not proceed" (emphasis added).*

Continuing to Replicate Violent Criminal Acts in Animal Models Highlights Need for
Oversight and Accountability

Monash’s strangulation and TBI experiments on rats raise serious concerns regarding the
university’s arguable failure to adhere to the Regulations and the Code, resulting in significant
animal suffering. Furthermore, by perpetuating the use of outdated models, experimenters divert
resources away from more human-relevant approaches and detract from essential questions that
can better help the victims of domestic abuse.*! Indeed, a growing shift away from animal
experimentation and toward superior animal-free research is currently underway abroad, further
making Monash’s decision to continue using animals for such wasteful experimentation an
outlier:

e The US Food and Drug Administration announced on April 10, 2025, a "groundbreaking
step to advance public health by replacing animal testing in the development of
monoclonal antibody therapies and other drugs with more effective, human-relevant
methods," in an effort to "improve drug safety and accelerate the evaluation process,
while reducing animal experimentation, lowering research and development (R&D)
costs, and ultimately, drug prices".*?

e The US National Institutes of Health (NIH) announced a major new initiative on April
29, 2025, "to expand innovative, human-based science while reducing animal use in
research".*?

It is with these considerations in mind that we ask Animal Welfare Victoria to expand its
investigation to include the information we have presented in this letter, and, if warranted, pursue
charges against the experimenters responsible for violations under the Act.

You may contact me directly via e-mail at SamuelP@peta.org. Thank you for your attention to
this important matter, and we look forward to your response.

Sincerely,

Samuel Pons, M.A. Mimi Bekhechi

Special Projects Associate Senior Policy Advisor to
PETA U.S. PETA Australia
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cc: Hon. Ros Spence
Minister for Agriculture
Victoria, Australia
(ros.spence@parliament.vic.gov.au)

Liz Walker

CEO

RSPCA Victoria
(Iwalker(@rspcavic.org.au)

Domestic Violence Organization Co-signatories:
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Casey Gwinn, Esq.

President

Alliance for HOPE International
(www.allianceforhope.org)
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Gael Strack

CEO

Alliance for HOPE International
(www.allianceforhope.org)
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