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Cage Match
Right now, a million rats are being experimented on  
in Canadian labs. Are we doing enough to thank them?

and balanced social play with rest 
and sleep. In time, Makowska let 
these rats out for interspecies play-
time. Positive rat-human interac-
tions are rare in a standard setting, 
even though enrichment research 
has established that both species 
benefit, particularly from tickling 
sessions in which rats lie on their 
backs emitting high vocalizations 
that indicate positive excitement 
and anticipation of reward.

The unveiling of her rat utopia 
footage was a hit at the 2013 Sym-
posium of the Canadian Asso-
ciation for Laboratory Animal 

Science. A few researchers have 
since contacted her, hoping to 
implement their own enriched 
habitats, but generally there’s 
resistance to change. “My goal is 
to push the boundaries,” she says, 
“and convince decision-makers 
that lab rats deserve more con-
trol over their environment—to 
be agents in their own lives. We 
should strive to give them a good 
life.”—Danielle Egan

�
joanna makowska didn’t 
set out to become a champion 

of rat rights. “I’ve always been an 
animal lover,” says the UBC doctoral 
candidate. “When I got to work 
with and care for rats, it became 
clear that they’re extremely bright, 
inquisitive creatures,” she says. “But 
there’s a big discrepancy between 
the way large, more charismatic lab 
mammals are treated compared 
to smaller, less-liked rodents.” She 
gained an interest in lab-animal 
welfare while an undergrad study-
ing biology and psychology; in her 
current work, she’s researching the 
benefits of enriched environments 
not just for rats but for the lab tech-
nicians who handle them.

Eighty million rats and mice live 
in research facilities around the 
world—over 1.3 million in Canada, 
where these tiny mammals drive 
the bulk of animal-biomedical stud-
ies. Small, omnivorous, and prolific 
year-round breeders, they’re a cheap 
resource, available for as little as 
$15 each from commercial breeders 
in the U.S. and Europe. They also 
share many personality traits with 
humans—hence their status as the 
preferred species in behavioural 
research from addiction to neuro-
science. Yet in their job they face 
disease, experimental drugs, and 
invasive surgeries, and 99 percent 
must also endure woefully inade-
quate housing. Makowska won-
dered how the lucky one-percenters 
were faring by comparison. 

To answer that question, she 
built a utopia for 30 Sprague- 

Dawley rats in her lab in UBC’s 
animal-welfare department. She 
was inspired by wild rat habitats; 
sporadic research at UBC, includ-
ing from visiting scholar and “rat 
guru” Emily Patterson-Kane; and 
laboratory enrichment research 
that began in the 1940s and boasts 
colourful local contributions such 
as a “rat park” designed by SFU 
scientists in the ’70s.

Makowska created six “semi-
naturalistic” habitats featuring 
three-storey cages with enough 
space to allow residents to socialize 
and still have privacy. She decked 
out the cages with litter boxes and 
fleece blankets, bag dispensers for 
climbing, hammocks for chilling 
and perching, large PVC pipes for 
nesting and hiding, lava rocks for 
chewing, and pet-store treat balls 
to satisfy rats’ need to forage. The 
control group, by contrast, lived 
in standard cages that are only 20 
centimetres high. (The enriched 
ones are 125 centimetres high and 
34 times bigger overall.) Furnish-
ings are stark: a small PVC pipe and 
wood-chip flooring, as dictated by 
the Canadian Council on Animal 
Care, a national oversight organiza-
tion that regulates, accredits, and 
audits all animal-research facilities. 

Footage of the two colonies 
provided stunning contrasts. The 
standard-housing rats huddled in 
corners, unable to fully rear and 
stretch limbs, forced to rotate nest-
ing time in the cramped PVC pipe. 
The enriched-housing rats bur-
rowed, climbed, perched, reared, 

BOTH SPECIES BENEFIT, 
PARTICULARLY FROM TICKLING 
SESSIONS IN WHICH RATS LIE 
ON THEIR BACKS EMITTING 
HIGH VOCALIZATIONS


