
 
Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 

 
Petition Number: PE1240
 
Main Petitioner: Christopher Law 
  
Subject: Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to take 
measures to ban pet retailers from keeping Siamese fighting fish (Betta 
splendens) in small and restrictive tubs of water in their shops. 
 
Siamese Fighting Fish (Betta splendens) 
Betta splendens is a vertebrate freshwater fish that originates from rice 
paddies in South-East Asia. Also known as Siamese Fighting Fish, they 
belong to a group known as labyrinth fish1. These fish can breathe through 
their gills like other fish, but also have a breathing structure known as a 
labyrinth which allows the fish to gulp or breathe oxygen from the air. Thus 
they can survive out of, or in oxygen-poor, water. These fish were 
domesticated in Thailand for use in fish contests.  
 
Current Legislation 
The Pet Animals Act 1951 is still in force in Scotland. This states that a pet 
shop owner needs a licence from their local authority, and that the local 
authority should have regard for animal welfare in granting a licence. Local 
authorities generally impose a list of standard conditions on licences: for  
example, a condition that “animals shall always be kept in accommodation 
that is adequate in construction, size, amenities (e.g. temperature, lighting and 
ventilation) and position in the premises”.2  Local authorities have the power 
to inspect premises. The Scottish Government has the power to repeal this 
legislation by the use of secondary legislation under the Animal Health and 
Welfare (Scotland) Act 2006. 
 
The Animal Health and Welfare (Scotland) Act 2006 sets out to protect the 
rights of vertebrate animals under the care of humans. Section 19 of the Act 
makes it an offence for a person to knowingly cause an animal unnecesary 
suffering by action, or for a person responsible for an animal to knowingly 
cause unnecesary suffering by action or omission.  
 
Section 24 of the Act makes it an offence not to take appropriate steps to 
ensure that the needs of the animal in the person’s care are met to the extent 
required by good practice. Due regard must be made for any lawful purpose 
for which the animal is kept, and any lawful activity undertaken is relation to 
the animal. Section 24 defines the needs of an animal as follows: 
                                            
1 The Encyclopædia Britannica online. 
2 Oxford City Council http://www.oxford.gov.uk/files/seealsodocs/1588/120.pdf. Accessed 
12/02/2009 
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  (a) its need for a suitable environment,  
(b) its need for a suitable diet,  
(c) its need to be able to exhibit normal behaviour patterns,  
(d) any need it has to be housed with, or apart from, other animals,  
(e) its need to be protected from suffering, injury and disease. 

 
Sections 26, 27 and 28 of the Act give the Scottish Executive powers to make 
regulations to protect animal welfare. 
 
Claims of Petitioner 
The petitioner claims: 
 

• In the wild in the dry season the fish can become trapped in tiny 
puddles. Many die due to lack of food and poor water quality. However, 
although shallow, the puddles can expand for many acres giving fish 
space to swim. Vegetation in and near the water provides a natural 
filtration process.  

• The fish should be kept in a long tank 5 gallons (22 litres) or greater to 
prevent obesity and death. The water should be heated to a 
temperature of 76-82 F (24-28 C).  

• Small containers are open to temperature fluctuations and rapidly 
declining water quality. Changes of water to maintain water quality 
distress the fish. Failure to maintain correct pH and hardness, which 
cannot be done in a small container, leads to fin rot and deterioration. 

• The fish need social interaction. 
 
Information relating to these claims  
There does not appear to be any scientific studies relating to the issue being 
raised. A summary of the optimum conditions for Siamese Fighting Fish 
recommended by various relevant websites is given below. 
 
Source Tank  Temp. Water Quality pH Hardness
About.com: 
Freshwater 
Aquariums3

Minimum 
14 litres 

(3 Gallons) 

24-30 C 
(75-86 F) 

Water must be 
still. 

6.8-7.4 Up to 
20 dGH 

Fishkeeping
4

45 litres 
(10 Gallons) 
18X12X12 

24-29 C 
(75-84 F) 

Filtration or 
water changes 

of 50% per 
day, water 

must be still 

6.0-8.0 N/A 

The 
Tropical 
Tank5

N/A 24-29 C 
(75-84 F) 

Gentle Water 
Circulation, 
planted tank 
with floating 

plants 

6.0-8.0 Soft to 
medium-

hard 

                                            
3 http://freshaquarium.about.com/cs/anabantids2/p/betta.htm. Accessed 12/02/2009 
4 http://www.fishkeeping.co.uk/modules/caresheets/caresheet.php?caresheetID=82 and 
http://www.fishkeeping.co.uk/articles_26/betta-splendens-siamese-fighting-fish.htm. Accessed 
12/2/2009 
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Aquarium 
Wiki6

Minimum 
19 litres 

(4.5 Gallons) 

24-28 C 
(75-82 F) 

No strong 
currents, small 

water filter. 

6.0-7.8 4-10 dGH

 
The websites above agree that Siamese Fighting Fish should be kept in warm 
water. According to the BBC table of average weather conditions in Bangkok, 
Thailand, year round the average daily air temperature varies between 20 and 
34C (68 and 93F). Thus, the fish would have evolved to survive in water 
maintained at a warm temperature.  
 
There is a good consensus between these websites that Siamese Fighting 
Fish should be kept in still, calm water with gentle filtration or water changes. 
In paddies in South-East Asia water will be calm as there is little flow. Dirty 
water lost by leaching would be replaced with clean rain water, and fish waste 
products in the water could fertilise plant growth. 
 
The petitioner claims that these fish require social interaction. The websites 
above remark that males should never be put in a tank together as they will 
fight. A male Siamese Fighting Fish should not be put in a tank with a female 
Siamese Fighting Fish unless breeding. Male Siamese Fighting Fish do not 
get on well with other brightly coloured fin fish. Female Siamese Fighting Fish, 
however, can be put in tanks together.  
 
Scottish Government Action 
There has been no Scottish Government action on this issue. 
 
Scottish Parliament Action 
There has been no Scottish Parliament Action on this issue. 
 
Gordon Lawrence 
Research Specialist 
16 February 2009 
 
SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings with 
petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments on any 
petition briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition briefings is correct at 
the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these briefings are not 
necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent changes. 

                                                                                                                             
5 http://www.thetropicaltank.co.uk/Fishindx/betta.htm. Accessed 12/02/2009 
6 http://www.theaquariumwiki.com/Betta_splendens. Accessed 12/02/2009 
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