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Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, many scientific conferences are forced to be cancelled or be replaced by a virtual 
format. It is a pity that the biggest networking event for animal scientists in the UK, the BSAS annual conference, 
was absent in 2020, however, this also brought a new opportunity for a wider conference participation, as the 
council decided to move the BSAS 2021 annual conference online. 
 
BSAS President Prof. Eileen Wall opened the conference with the main theme: challenge of change. This is the 
most suitable theme amidst the pandemic. During the pandemic, the academic community has also been severely 
affected, both in terms of physical restrictions that prevent trial work from taking place, the compression of 
research funding due to the increasing public expense to manage the pandemic, and the mental stress resulted 
from the stalling of progress, especially from an early career scientist’s point of view. Job hunting and grant 
application have been largely delayed. For research in the UK, BREXIT is also creating further obstacles for 
international mobility of researchers and students. As an animal welfare scientist, the impact BREXIT brings to the 
animal welfare standards and advancement both in the UK and in the EU will be something that should be 
continuously monitored. Animal welfare is a global issue; it does and should not stop at national borders, and 
therefore international collaborations in generating more welfare research and knowledge dissemination will still 
be crucial in the future development. Besides animal welfare, environmental concern is also driving changes 
within animal science and animal agriculture. One of the impacts brought by the pandemic is the growing public 
awareness of the connection between the environment and human wellbeing, and the fragility of our food 
producing system which at one point became problematic and disruptive. Many of this year’s conference sessions 
focused on discussions about one health, net zero, reducing carbon emissions and sustainability. These will be 
important research focal points in the foreseeable future.  
 
Another challenge for the animal agriculture field in general is the one posed by the plant-based dietary trend and 
the growth of the alternative meat industry that was brought up in the Hammond lecture by Dr Alison Van 
Eenennaam. The polarised rhetoric that has been brought by the feud between the vegan/vegetarian movement 
and the advocacy for the meat industry usually blurred the complexity of food animal production and the 
importance of farm animals to the livelihood of small-scale farmers. Conversations and communications between 
different stakeholders are crucial to develop a more sustainable animal production model. It is also important for 
the industry to become more transparent in how they run their business to avoid misinformation and 
misinterpretation. 
 
In terms of species-focused sessions, I followed the pig sessions. The keynote speaker Prof Lisa Collins gave a 
promising talk on PigSustain project, using multidisciplinary databases surrounding the UK pig industry to look 
into consumer demand, trading changes, diseases and climate change and towards which future directions the 
industry should be heading. It is exciting to see the use of advanced modelling and automatic monitoring to 
facilitate understanding about tail biting. It is also good to see the next important subject in pig farming, ban on 
using zinc oxide in pig feed, is on the agenda. Removal of zinc oxide did not affect piglet’s growth pre-weaning 
and during the early post-weaning stage, compared to the positive effect by prolonged lactation, but the authors 
warned of other impacts on gut health and the occurrence of diarrhoea (Talk by Mulvenna, Pigs 1). For finishing 
pigs, wet/dry feeding did not improve their growth efficiency and caused the pens to be dirtier compared to dry-
feeding, and the smaller feeder space may result in more body lesions (Talk by Muns, Pigs 1). However, wet/dry 
feed does have benefits for growth during the nursery stage (Talk by Muns, Pigs 2). Ortuño’s talk (Pigs 1) also 
showed the potential of insect feeding in pig industry to contribute to a more sustainable source for feed  
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ingredient. Misra demonstrated that suitable environmental enrichment (fresh grass in this instance) reduced 
water usage, drinking frequencies and the time pigs occupied the drinker (Pigs 2). This showed that enrichment 
can have collateral effects on reducing water wastage and the running cost of a pig facility. The “Managing the 
Hyperprolific Sow and Progeny” workshop talked about another contentious topic that is closely related to animal 
welfare. Various practices in nutrition, housing and management strategies were discussed, but the more difficult 
question of whether a certain limit of the litter size is reached that cannot be managed without negative effects 
on the sows and the piglets. The producers need to start considering is it more profitable to pursue hyperprolific 
lines or to keep a manageable litter size and improve the health and productivity of the piglets at weaning. 
 
A very special aspect of this year’s conference, due to its virtual format, is the perspective and participation from 
a wider global audience. In the “Delivering Solutions Across Continents” session, speakers from Australia, Nigeria, 
Ireland and UK discussed how to bring international collaborations in animal science research to the next level to 
deal with the above-mentioned global issues together with a stronger alliance. In the “One World–One Animal 
Science” session, it is also great to listen to speakers from China, Nigeria, Chile, France and Spain talking about the 
different issues on each continent but sharing similar concerns on being more sustainable and animal welfare-
friendly. 
 
The virtual format of this year’s conference also allowed me to go back to the sessions that I missed either due to 
the time difference as I am currently based in the USA, or due to the conflict of sessions. Vickery (Small Ruminants 
Health & Welfare) talked about how the method of hand-rearing goat kids may have an effect on their welfare 
due to varying milk intake. Prof Margerison talked about how pair-housing reduce oral behaviours in calves and 
straw bedding (but not ropes) helped reduce incidence of cross suckling (Young Stock). The current hottest issue 
in dairy welfare of cow-calf separation was also discussed in Bolton’s farmer survey in the UK (Young Stock). 
Standardised temperament tests can be applied to diary cows, which will have implications on their individual 
care and welfare (Talk by Britten, Dairy Health and Welfare 1). Cows were shown to be very motivated to gain 
access to open lying space by increased walking distance (Talk by Carter, Dairy Health and Welfare 2). Thesis of 
the Year winner, Abrahams, talked about how different surgical castration methods on free roaming dogs may 
affect their welfare. The surgeon’s experience and wellness will affect the outcome of the surgery and it is also 
important to develop specific welfare assessment tools for free roaming dogs (Developing Talent Presentations - 
Animal Production and Welfare). These talks on different species are important for me to understand the latest 
trends in animal welfare science across various species with methods and concepts that may be able to be 
adapted to my future work.  
 
As a member of the BSAS Early Career Council, it is exciting to see the various sessions organised by the Council, 
the “Developing Talent” sessions and workshops. The devotion of the Council is admirable, and it has been a 
pleasure volunteering as a member and working with a talented team. The involvement of the early career 
researchers (ECR) in the organisation of BSAS provides a great training experience to host academic events or 
chair conference sessions for animal scientists in their early career stage. As a ECR myself, the “Bring Innovation 
to Life” and “Science into Practice” sessions are also especially useful. It is important to involve different 
stakeholders in the process of innovative activities and the input from different perspectives can usually facilitate 
the manifestation and application of the innovation. 
 
As the pandemic is being under control, we may likely go back to in-person meetings soon in the future. However, 
more discussions have been raised about reducing carbon footprints to attend international conferences and 
improve equity, diversity and inclusiveness (EDI) in academic conference attendance. The success of this year’s 
BSAS conference is another example to invite a greater global participation in animal science that may be more 
limited geographically if held only in-person. It is worth considering using a hybrid conference format to be the 
way forwards. I am really honoured and delighted to have the opportunity to attend virtually the BSAS 2021 
virtual conference thanks to the Mike Steele’s Emerging Countries ECR award and have gained a rich knowledge 
about the latest development in animal science, which will be a valuable resource to advance my future career. 


