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HOW DO YOU ASSESS
ANIMAL HAPPINESS?
A dog wagging its tail, a purring cat
and a grunting pig all seem happy to
us, but are they really? WUR researcher Laura Webb wants to assess the
happiness of animals. To do that, she
must first define happiness and how
she can study it in animals.
The definition of animal welfare has
changed in recent years, says Webb, a
postdoc researcher in the Animal Production Systems chair group. At first, researchers tended to define animal welfare in negative terms, as the absence of
hunger, thirst, pain, disease, discomfort, anxiety and stress. If you could take
away all these – measurable – negative
factors, the animal would have a good
life. A later addition was that animals
should be able to display their natural
behaviour. And nowadays, increasing
importance is given to stimulating positive experiences.
What make it difficult, though, is that
it is not clear exactly what happiness
means in the case of animals, says
Webb. Working with a sociologist, a philosopher and an ethologist, she analysed
research on happiness in humans. People can feel happy (affective happiness)
and they can think that they are content-

ed with their lives (cognitive happiness).
Given that most animals probably cannot reflect on the hand life has dealt
them, we can only speak of affective happiness in their case.
But how do you then measure that affective happiness? Webb: ‘For humans
you might make an app and ask seven
times a day for a week: how are you feeling right now? Using these data you can
draw up an ‘affect balance’, a ratio of the
number of times people felt good and
the number of times they felt bad.’ To
apply that kind of affect balance to animals, we first need to be able to measure
their emotions at many different moments, says Webb. ‘A method that is being studied a lot at the moment is to get
an idea of animals’ emotions using behaviour assessments and tests.’
Her scientific article on animal happiness in the Annals of the New York
Academy of Sciences sketches ‘a conceptual plan for how to approach the happiness of animals,’ says Webb. ‘We want to
use it to develop methods of measuring
animal happiness’. In order to get more
researchers involved in the study, Webb
wants to run an international PhD
course on emotions in animals in February 2019. AS

VISION
‘No need for
nuclear power
to achieve climate goals’
Should nuclear power make a comeback, as suggested by
VVD party chair Klaas Dijkhoff in parliament this month?
According to Niklas Höhne, special professor in Environmental Systems Analysis, nuclear power is too expensive
and not flexible enough.
Do we need nuclear power stations in order to achieve the
climate goals?
No. We’ve got better and cheaper alternatives such as solar and wind energy. Now that the production of these installations is being upscaled, the costs are going down.
Whereas the costs of nuclear power are going up because
of problems of safety and of waste disposal. Renewable
energy is cheaper and will enable us to achieve the climate goals faster. Nuclear power stations are enormous
and it takes at least 10 years to plan and build them. Another disadvantage of nuclear power stations is that they
must run at 100 per cent capacity to be efficient. What we
are going to need in future is flexible energy systems,
which are compatible with large amounts of variable, renewable energy.’
So where do the scenarios come from that are said to
show that nuclear power is indispensable?
‘They are based on models and if you give a model the option of nuclear power, it will take it. But there are other
models too, which exclude the option of nuclear power.
The model replaces nuclear power with something else
and creates a comparable scenario using wind and solar
energy. Those scenarios show that you can keep the global temperature rise to well below 2 degrees Celsius without nuclear energy.’
So is it possible to get all our energy from renewable
sources?
‘If all the houses in Europe had solar panels on their
roofs, that would be enough to generate all the electricity
we need. Wind energy is a bit trickier as there are some
objections on sustainability grounds, when the turbines
are close to a nature reserve or housing, for instance.
When it comes to sustainability, I think
there are far fewer objections to renewable energy than to nuclear energy. The
latter produces waste that we’ll have on
our hands for thousands of years.’ TL
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