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Introduction  
Octopuses (Octopoda) are found in the sea’s intertidal zones and are frequently slaughtered as 

a popular marine delicacy (Nixon & Young 2003: Mouritsen & Styrbæk 2018). Due to increased 

demand for octopus consumption Nueva Pescanova (NP), a Spanish multinational, have 

declared that farmed octopus will be introduced commercially in 2023 (Marshall, 2021). This 

announcement has received backlash from concerned citizens and conservationists, particularly 

regarding the welfare of octopuses in these farms (Lai, 2022: Paddison, 2022: White, 2022). It 

coincides with increasing acknowledgement of the sentience of cephalopods like octopuses 

(Birch et al 2022). This essay considers the welfare concerns of octopus farming, relating to the 

intelligence and ethology of the species, and argues that it would be immeasurably harmful. 

The author suggests stronger legislation and attitudinal shifts are needed to better safeguard 

octopuses by avoiding their consumption in favour of cruelty-free alternatives. 

 
 

Welfare concerns  

The common octopus (Octopus vulgaris) possesses a large brain compared to other 

cephalopods, with a brain-to-body ratio (BTBR) like those of vertebrates (Nixon & Young 2003). 

The BTBR is essential in evaluating sentience because it gives researchers an indication of how 

much investment the organism has in the brain. A recent academic report (Birch et al 2022) 

resulted in the recognition of octopuses as sentient in the UK’s Animal Welfare (Sentience) Bill 

2021 (SB2021). 



 

Cognitive Capacities  

Octopuses have shown similar levels of cognitive prowess as vertebrates in perception and 

memory assessments (Schnell et al 2020). In a study conducted by Boal (1991), two-spotted 

octopuses (Octopus bimaculoides) were trained to distinguish between a succession of 

seashells, where selecting an odd-shaped seashell yielded a food incentive. Afterwards, the 

octopuses were provided with a novel combination of stimuli and selected the oddity, 

demonstrating an ability to transfer learning that enables organisms to respond flexibly in 

ambiguous environments. This shows octopuses are proficient in inferential reasoning and have 

an advanced ability for associative learning (Papini & Bitterman, 1991: Schnell et al 2020). Other 

assessments pertaining to episodic memory have supported octopuses' possession of advanced 

cognitive capacities. In the wild octopuses have been observed avoiding feeding sites where 

resources have been depleted, demonstrating octopuses recall where, when, and how much 

prey they consumed previously (Mather, 1991; Forsythe & Hanlon, 1997).  

 

Furthermore, a plethora of octopus species have been documented employing their 

appendages as tools to retrieve and ingest their prey by drilling holes through the prey's 

armour and incapacitating them (Fioritio & Gherardi 1999: Blustein & Anderson, 2016). 

Similarly, octopuses have been observed adapting their camouflage to imitate prey species and 

remain undetected before attacking, or to avoid becoming prey by masquerading as rocks (Fig. 



1) (Hanlon et al 1999: Huffard, 2006: Huffard, 2007: Hanlon et al 2007). This mimicking 

behaviour indicates strong cognitive learning and behavioural flexibility processes.  

 

 

Figure 1: octopus camouflages as a rock (Sabljak, 2017). 

 

These studies depict octopuses as highly intelligent and sentient individuals. There are, 

therefore, serious welfare implications for how NP are to farm 3000 tonnes of octopuses 

humanely, whilst providing them with the mental stimulation required of such an intelligent 

species (White, 2022). Indeed, many wild animals suffer psychologically when unable to 

adequately exhibit their natural behaviours or when confined to stress-inducing environments 

such as commercial farms (Malham, 2002: Clubb & Mason, 2003: Bennett & Toll 2011: Fischer 

& Romero 2019).  

 

Social groups  

NP has not stated how they intend to breed and raise what are typically solitary animals 

(Shomrat et al 2008). When octopuses meet in the wild outside of mating season, hostile 

behaviours are frequent (Demarco 2015: Selzak 2016). Grouping them could impair their 

mental and physical well-being. Conversely, if the octopuses are kept individually, they are 



prone to escape (Malik 2016). Potential escapes pose problems not just for the individual 

escaping in terms of injury and disease, but also for the surrounding ecosystem; especially if a 

non-native species is able to survive in a location with no natural predators. This has been seen 

with the likes of mink in England (Reynolds et al 2013), and frequently results in legislative 

changes that enables the culling of non-native species (Convention on Biological Diversity, 

1992: The Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act, 2006). Such regulation does not 

fully specify how species should be exterminated, suggesting many suffer inhumane deaths. 

 

Slaughter  

Regardless, no current legislative regulations exist to prohibit the inhumane slaughter of 

octopuses. According to a report published by Compassion in World Farming (2021), current 

slaughter methods include clubbing and cutting octopus brains, asphyxiation in netting, and 

freezing in ice, none of which render the octopus unconscious. Consequently, this sentient 

animal could suffer excessively at slaughter even on farms (Paddison, 2022). 

 

Legislative & attitudinal shifts  

Evidently, octopuses are unique creatures inappropriate for farming. Their protection in 

legislation is lacking and their welfare is unlikely to be considered, let alone protected, in farms.  

 

Although octopuses have recently been added to the Animal Welfare (Sentience) Bill 2021, 

(SB2021), which officially recognises their sentience, many organisations are worried that this 

legislation does not provide non-human animals with meaningful rights. The UK Centre for 

Animal Law (A-LAW) expressed concern that the Animal Sentience Committee (ASC), 

established by SB2021, has no statutory responsibility regarding when and how to execute 

powers (Ares, 2022). Furthermore, A-LAW voiced reservations about the safeguarding of 

SB2021 in relation to the ASC's skills and independence, with groups like the Countryside 

Alliance (CA) arguing that animal rights and welfare should not be conflated to avoid negatively 

impacting farmers and land managers (Ares, 2022). Certainly, many farmed mammals and fish 

will have their sentience recognised under this Act but will still be farmed in large numbers and 

cruel conditions (FAWC, 2009).  



 

Indeed, acknowledging the sentience of farmed individuals could necessitate a moral obligation 

to stop slaughtering them for food when plant-based alternatives exist. SB2021, however, 

meanders around its own notion of sentience to avoid infringing on policymaking or alienating 

the farming lobby. This failure comes at the expense of the commodified non-humans whose 

sentience may be recognised without any substantive changes to their treatment. 

Strengthening legislation like SB2021 and supporting attitudinal shifts away from the 

exploitation and consumption of sentient beings, will be essential to better safeguard non-

human animals confined in farms.  

 

Corroboratively, individuals are increasingly rejecting traditional farming of non-human animals 

in favour of cruelty-free cuisine. Unfortunately, it is not unusual for consumers to feel a 

disconnect from non-humans that do not look ‘cute’ or have human-like traits, regardless of 

their intelligence, sentience, or suffering (Nationalpost.com 2012: Batt, 2019: Steinnes et al 

2019). Octopuses exemplify this disconnect, although opposition to the introduction of 

commercial octopus farming provides a valuable platform to advocate for their protection, and 

that of other species. Octopuses, and other farmed beings, are just as worthy of moral 

consideration as companion animals. 

 

Conclusion  

Octopuses are a sentient, intelligent species, inappropriate for commercial farming (CIWF 2021: 

Lai, 2022: White, 2022). Allowing octopus farming would be a regression in animal welfare 

practices. Better legislation is required to protect not only octopuses, but all sentient creatures 

commodified for consumption. Building opposition to octopus farming presents an opportunity 

to strengthen laws, like SB2021, and support attitudinal shifts that better protect farmed 

individuals and encourage the consumption of cruelty-free alternatives.  

  



References 

• Ares, E. (2022). Animal Welfare (Sentience) Bill [PDF] (pp. 1-31). House of commons Library. 

Retrieved 17 April 2022, from https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-

9423/CBP-9423.pdf. 

 

• Batt, S. (2009). Human attitudes towards animals in relation to species similarity to humans: a 

multivariate approach. Bioscience Horizons, 2(2), 180-190. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/biohorizons/hzp021 

 

• Bennett, H., & Toll, R. (2011). Intramantle Inking: A Stress Behavior in Octopus bimaculoides 

(Mollusca: Cephalopoda). The Journal Of The American Association For Laboratory Animal 

Science, 6(50), 943–945. Retrieved 17 April 2022, from 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3228935/. 

 

• Birch, J. Burn, C. Schnell, A. Browning, H. Crump, A. (2022). Review of the Evidence of 

Sentience in Cephalopod Molluscs and Decapod Crustaceans(pp. 5-82). London: LSE 

Consulting LSE Enterprise Ltd. Retrieved from https://www.lse.ac.uk/News/News-

Assets/PDFs/2021/Sentience-in-Cephalopod-Molluscs-and-Decapod-Crustaceans-Final-

Report-November-2021.pdf 

 

• Boal, J. (1991). Complex learning in Octopus bimaculoides. American Malacological Bulletin, (9), 75–

80. on 10 April. 2022 

 

• Blustein, D., & Anderson, R. (2016). Localization of Octopus Drill Holes on Cowries. American 

Malacological Bulletin, 34(1), 61-64. https://doi.org/10.4003/006.034.0101 on 11 April 2022.  

 

• Clubb, R., & Mason, G. (2003). Captivity effects on wide-ranging carnivores. Nature, 425(6957), 473-

474. https://doi.org/10.1038/425473a 

 

• Compassion In World Farming. (2021). OCTOPUS FACTORY FARMING: A RECIPE FOR DISASTER (pp. 4-

36). Surrey: Compassion in World Farming. Retrieved from:  

• https://www.ciwf.org.uk/research/species-aquatic-animals/octopus-factory-farming-a-recipe-for-

disaster/ 
 

• Demarco, E. (2015). Watch: How fighting octopuses 'talk'. Science.org. Retrieved 17 April 2022, from 

https://www.science.org/content/article/watch-how-fighting-octopuses-talk. 

 

• FAWC. (2009). Farm Animal Welfare in Great Britain: Past, Present and Future (pp. 1-44). 

London: Farm Animal Welfare Council. Retrieved from 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachm



ent_data/file/319292/Farm_Animal_Welfare_in_Great_Britain_-

_Past__Present_and_Future.pdf 

 

• Fiorito, G., & Gherardi, F. (1999). Prey-handling behaviour of Octopus vulgaris (Mollusca, 

Cephalopoda) on Bivalve preys. Behavioural Processes, 46(1), 75-88. https://doi.org/10.1016/s0376-

6357(99)00020-0 on April 2022.  

 

• Fischer, C., & Romero, L. (2019). Chronic captivity stress in wild animals is highly species-

specific. Conservation Physiology, 7(1), coz093. https://doi.org/10.1093/conphys/coz093 on 12 April 

2022 

 

• Forsythe, J., & Hanlon, R. (1997). Foraging and associated behavior by Octopus cyanea Gray, 1849 on 

a coral atoll, French Polynesia. Journal of Experimental Marine Biology and Ecology, 209(1-2), 15-31. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/s0022-0981(96)00057-3 on 11 April 2022.  

 

• Hanlon, R., Conroy, L., & Forsythe, J. (2007). Mimicry and foraging behaviour of two tropical sand-

flat octopus species off North Sulawesi, Indonesia. Biological Journal of the Linnean Society, 93(1), 

23-38. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1095-8312.2007.00948.x on 12 April 2022.  

 

• Hanlon, R., Forsythe, J., & Joneschild, D. (1999). Crypsis, conspicuousness, mimicry and polyphenism 

as antipredator defences of foraging octopuses on Indo-Pacific coral reefs, with a method of 

quantifying crypsis from video tapes. Biological Journal of the Linnean Society, 66(1), 1-22. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1095-8312.1999.tb01914.x on 12 April 2022. 

 

• Huffard, C. (2006). Locomotion byAbdopus aculeatus(Cephalopoda: Octopodidae):walking the line 

between primary and secondary defences. Journal of Experimental Biology, 209(19), 3697-3707. 

https://doi.org/10.1242/jeb.02435 on 12 April 2022. 

 

• Huffard, C. (2007). Ethogram of Abdopus aculeatus (d'Orbigny, 1834) (Cephalopoda: Octopodidae): 

Can behavioural characters inform octopodid taxomony and systematics?. Journal of Molluscan 

Studies, 73(2), 185-193. https://doi.org/10.1093/mollus/eym015 on 12 April 2022. 

 

• Lai, O. (2021). Criticisms Grow as World’s Largest Octopus Farming Plant Set to Open | Earth.Org - 

Past | Present | Future. Earth.Org - Past | Present | Future. Retrieved 17 April 2022, from 

https://earth.org/criticisms-grow-as-worlds-largest-octopus-farming-plant-set-to-open/. 

 

• Malham, S. (2002). A first insight into stress-induced neuroendocrine and immune changes in the 

octopus Eledone cirrhosa. Aquatic Living Resources, 15(3), 187-192. https://doi.org/10.1016/s0990-

7440(02)01173-7 

 



• Malik, W. (2016). Inky's Daring Escape Shows How Smart Octopuses Are. Animals. Retrieved 17 April 

2022, from https://www.nationalgeographic.com/animals/article/160414-inky-octopus-escapes-

intelligence. 

 

• Marshall, C. (2021). The world's first octopus farm - should it go ahead?. BBC News. Retrieved 17 

April 2022, from https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-59667645. 

 

• Mather, J. (1991). Navigation by spatial memory and use of visual landmarks in octopuses. Journal of 

Comparative Physiology A, 168(4), 491-497. https://doi.org/10.1007/bf00199609 on 11 April 2022.  

 

• Mouritsen, O., & Styrbæk, K. (2018). Cephalopod Gastronomy—A Promise for the Future. Frontiers 

In Communication, 3(38), 1-11. https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2018.00038 on 10 April. 2022 

 

• Nationalpost.com. (2012). Cute animals more likely to be saved than ugly animals | National Post. 

Nationalpost.com. Retrieved 17 April 2022, from https://nationalpost.com/news/too-cute-to-die-

experts-say-were-too-selective-about-species-we-choose-to-protect. 

 

• Nixon, M., & Young, J. (2003). The brains and lives of cephalopods (1st ed., pp. 1-338). Oxford 

Publishing. on 17 April. 2022. 

 

• Paddison, L. (2022). Octopus farming: critics say plans are unethical for ‘exceptionally intelligent 

animal’. the Guardian. Retrieved 17 April 2022, from 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/mar/11/my-octopus-eater-critics-say-plans-for-

farm-are-unethical-and-unsustainable. 

 

• Papini, M., & Bitterman, M. (1991). Appetitive conditioning in Octopus cyanea.. Journal of 

Comparative Psychology, 105(2), 107-114. https://doi.org/10.1037/0735-7036.105.2.107 on 11 April 

2022 

 

• PETA. (n/d). 5 Times Octopuses Made Headlines | PETA. PETA. Retrieved 17 April 2022, from 

https://www.peta.org/features/5-times-octopuses-made-headlines/. 

 

• Sabljak, D., (2017). Camouflaged Mediterranean octopus. [Photograph]. nbcnews.com. Available on: 

https://www.nbcnews.com/mach/tech/octopus-inspired-skin-may-bring-3d-camouflage-robots-

ncna811051 on 17 April  

 

 

• Schnell, A., Amodio, P., Boeckle, M., & Clayton, N. (2020). How intelligent is a cephalopod? Lessons 

from comparative cognition. Biological Reviews, 96(1), 162-178. https://doi.org/10.1111/brv.12651 

on 11 April 2022.  



 

• Slezak, M. (2016). Octopuses' colourful and violent relationships revealed in underwater footage. the 

Guardian. Retrieved 17 April 2022, from 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/jan/29/eight-legged-fighting-machine-no-love-

lost-between-octopus-neighbours. 

 

• Steinnes, K., Blomster, J., Seibt, B., Zickfeld, J., & Fiske, A. (2019). Too Cute for Words: Cuteness 

Evokes the Heartwarming Emotion of Kama Muta. Frontiers In Psychology, 10. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00387 

 

• The Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 and the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 

(NERC) 2006. Legislation.gov.uk. The Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 and the Natural 

Environment and Rural Communities Act (NERC) 2006: (2022). London. 

 

• Reynolds, J., Richardson, S., Rodgers, B., & Rodgers, O. (2013). Effective control of non‐

native American mink by strategic trapping in a river catchment in mainland Britain. The 

Journal Of Wildlife Management, 77(3), 545-554. https://doi.org/10.1002/jwmg.500 

 

• United Nations. (1992). Convention on Biological Diversity [PDF] (pp. 1-30). Retrieved 17 April 2022, 

from https://www.cbd.int/doc/legal/cbd-en.pdf. 

 

• Voss, G., & Clyde, F. (2020). cephalopod | Definition, Etymology, Species, & Facts. Encyclopaedia 

Britannica. Retrieved 22 November 2021, from https://www.britannica.com/animal/cephalopod.  

 

• White, R. (2022). Octopus intelligence has been proven by science—here's how. Newsweek. 

Retrieved 17 April 2022, from https://www.newsweek.com/octopus-intelligence-proven-science-

1682196. 

 

 

 


