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Roy Hattersley

Beastly treatment 

The animal welfare bill should be amended to include a total ban on animal acts in circuses 

Writing in the Times, a lady photographed with spangles in her hair complained that the animal welfare bill - which is making its way through the Commons - will be a "powerful weapon in the hands of the anti-circus lobby that wants to ban all animal acts, whether dogs, donkeys or big cats". Let us hope that she is right. As Ralph Hodgson almost wrote, 'twould ring the bells of heaven the wildest peal for years if ministers lost their senses and MPs came to theirs and prohibited outright the whole ghastly business.

The spangled lady defended the right to train lions and tigers to perform in public with arguments ranging from the sentimental to the perverse. Circuses, she wrote, provide "simple, sensual human-animal contact" and excite their audiences with "the spectacle of woman and large beast working so closely together". The large beast she had in mind was an elephant. There is, she assured us, only one left in British circuses. Since the whole idea of performing animals is (or ought to be) abhorrent to civilised human beings, one is too many. 

The prediction about the consequences of the new bill was made in a serious newspaper. So we must assume that it followed a careful study of legislation which, it claimed, would deny us for ever the "intoxicating smell of the sawdust". In fact, it does not make animal acts unlawful. Clause eight does, however, impose a "duty of care" on anyone who keeps animals. This obligation will, the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs says, "significantly raise standards". The circus lobby believes this section of the eventual act will be used to rescue Hodgson's "tamed and shabby tigers and dancing dogs and bears". The reason they come to that conclusion is explained in a Defra briefing. "For at least some wild animal acts, the costs [of higher standards] could be prohibitive" and raise "doubts about the viability of wild animal performances". A number of conclusions follow.

If animal acts do disappear from circuses, it will not be the result of a campaign run by cranks and fanatics. It will be the consequence of the requirement that the tigers and lions, camels and horses can only be kept in conditions regarded as satisfactory by the Defra inspectorate. The concern about higher costs confirms that the new standards of required care will be higher than they are now. That must mean that Defra believes that the conditions in which circus animals are presently kept are unsatisfactory and that the circus owners would be perfectly happy for conditions to stay at the level Defra judges to be inadequate. So much for "The Greatest Show on Earth" being the place where "human and animal lives are entwined".

I would be opposed to circuses exploiting performing animals if every dog which ever walked round a ring on its hind legs lived in conditions approved by a joint committee of the RSPCA and Dogs Trust with Saint Francis of Assisi in the chair. Animal acts are demeaning - not to the animals which perform them but to the grown men and women who enjoy the spectacle. What strange psychological condition makes a certain sort of person want to see a lion obeying the instructions of a man with a whip? And, since you ask, I do not expect my dog to "sit up and beg" or "shake hands". It gives me pleasure to be with him. I do not need him to amuse me with tricks. Just being a dog is enough.

The principle apart, circus animals can never be kept in acceptable conditions. Perhaps they are "all born in captivity". But it is not in a tiger's nature to sit like patience on a monument. Seals juggle balls for pleasure - but when the mood takes them, not on command. Circus living and working conditions are, by definition, intolerable. Even lions feel fear in a floodlit ring surrounded by hundreds of noisy humans. How can it not be cruel to drag an elephant round the country in a cramped cage on wheels?

However, the spangled lady was right in one particular. When the bill becomes an act, the animal-welfare movement will attempt to ensure that the degrading spectacle of performing animals is permanently prohibited. It will demand a robust use of the powers that the legislation provides. Inevitably the government - as well as the courts - will be dragged into the unedifying wrangle with the circuses. It will be accused of attempting to face both ways and also of drafting ambiguous legislation. Better by far for ministers to move a simple amendment at report stage which bans animal acts in circuses completely.

