DECLARATION
OF SENTIENCE
IN CRUSTACEANS

alianima

Published on December 1, 2025.

Shrimps and other crustaceans are invertebrate animals widely used in various activities,
including commercial fishing, aquaculture, and scientific research. Approximately 440 billion
shrimps are farmed annually worldwide, representing more than five times the total
production of all terrestrial animals combined'. Furthermore, considering wild capture
fisheries, it is estimated that between 7.6 and 76 trillion shrimps in general are slaughtered
each year®.. However, shrimps often do not receive the same moral consideration as
vertebrate animals regarding their capacity to feel pain and experience suffering.

Sentience refers to the capacity to subjectively experience basic emotions such as pain,
fear, and discomfort, as well as to perceive and distinguish internal states as positive or
negative®. In other words, it is the ability to feel, understand, or perceive something through
one’s own senses’. This concept is crucial to animal welfare science because it implies that
sentient beings can experience suffering, justifying the need for their protection and proper
care. Sentience is not limited to vertebrates; it also applies to many invertebrates, including
crustaceans like shrimps.

There is a significant gap between public perception of shrimp sentience and scientific
evidence. Besides being phylogenetically distant from humans compared to other mammals,
these animals neither produce vocalizations nor display facial expressions—traits that
strongly influence human empathy. Nevertheless, despite remaining scientific gaps,
neuroanatomical, pharmacological, and behavioral evidence consistently supports their
capacity to respond to pain®.

Crustaceans possess a nervous system capable of detecting and responding to potentially
harmful stimuli, such as excessive heat® or electric shocks’,.. They show behavioral,
anatomical, and physiological indicators of a sophisticated pain system®. Evidence consistent
with the presence of nociceptors®?™ and complex behavioral responses to noxious
stimuli—such as self-grooming or rubbing the affected area—are examples of this®,",'2.
Besides shrimp, other crustaceans have exhibited similar behaviors and responses to painful
stimuli*3,*,

In other experiments, it has been demonstrated that altered complex behaviors in response
to painful stimuli can be reduced when animals are anesthetized®,*'. Multiple studies report
other behavioral and physiological changes in some crustaceans, including long-term
effects, when exposed to harmful and painful stimuli, such as stress, avoidance learning, or
the shedding of a severely affected limb (autotomy)*,*e.

Science also provides evidence that these animals display complex cognitive abilities
involving object and color discrimination, sound production and perception, individual
recognition, complex learning, memory, spatial perception, decision-making behavior,
parental care, and even possible distinct personalities®,”,"”. Additionally, from an
evolutionary perspective, the capacity to feel and respond to harmful stimuli enhances



species survival, making it reasonable that this trait is widespread among many animal
groups, including invertebrates.

Thus, the debate about the sentience of these animals is extremely relevant for developing
public policies and ethical practices that promote humane handling, minimizing their
suffering during capture, production, transport, and slaughter processes. Although the World
Organisation for Animal Health (WOAH) does not provide specific welfare recommendations
for crustaceans such as shrimps, it brings guidelines addressing health and management
aspects of aquatic animals in its Aquatic Animal Health Code™. It is important to note that
several well-established organizations worldwide—such as the Royal Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA), the British Veterinary Association, and the
Universities Federation for Animal Welfare (UFAW)—have begun considering the welfare of
aquatic invertebrates, including shrimps™®.

Proper treatment of crustaceans like shrimps not only improves their welfare but should also
contribute to the quality of the final product, yielding economic and ethical benefits for
producers and society. Therefore, | hereby declare my agreement with the statement that
crustaceans such as shrimps are sentient beings. Recognizing them as such entails the duty
to act to prevent avoidable suffering and to promote their health and welfare. This
recognition is essential to raise public awareness and guide scientific, legislative, and
economic policies regarding the proper management of these animals.

"The question is not, 'Can they reason?' nor, 'Can they talk?' but rather, 'Can they suffer?" —
Jeremy Bentham (1789).
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