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Introduction

In the livestock agriculture of developed countries a 
predominant tendency over the last 50 years has been 
a drive for cost efficiency – for cutting the cost of pro-
ducing each egg or unit of meat or milk. One result has 
been the development of intensive farming and other 
practices causing problems for animal welfare, and this 
is also now occurring in many developing countries. But 
meanwhile there has been increasing concern in many 
countries for the welfare of farm animals. This has re-
stricted practices deleterious to welfare or conversely led 
to standards for the protection or promotion of welfare, 
albeit very unevenly. Are such standards compatible 
with the increase in international trade and competition 
between countries, which tends to increase the pressure 
for cheap food production?

Production Cost and Welfare
The decline in cost of food production in developed coun-
tries was initiated by public policies in favour of more 
abundant, cheaper food. However, in recent years it has 
acquired its own momentum. Continuing decline in food 
prices is sometimes attributed to pressure from consum-
ers, but it would be more accurate to say that it now pri-
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marily results from competition between producers and 
between retailers. 

This competition sometimes causes problems for ani-
mal welfare, but does not always do so. First it must be 
noted that some producers claim that the welfare of their 
animals is satisfactory almost by definition, because poor 
welfare would be associated with poor production and 
hence self-defeating. This indicates an emphasis on those 
physical aspects of welfare that are associated with pro-
duction. However, people vary in their attitude to wel-
fare, emphasising physical aspects, mental aspects, natu-
ralness, or a combination of these (Figure 49.1; Fraser et 
al., 1997), and these do not all correlate with production. 

Furthermore, profit from a group of animals often 
does not correlate with welfare of its individual mem-
bers. So there are many instances where measures to 
increase profit have caused welfare problems, for exam-
ple decreasing space allowances for rearing pigs (Figure 
49.2). One of the main effects of competition has been 
intensification of livestock farming: in the case of pigs, 
keeping them indoors, increasing stocking densities, us-
ing crates and stalls, selecting for growth rate and reduc-
ing weaning age. 

It is true, of course, that emphasis on production does 
militate against severe mistreatment or neglect of animals, 
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and that conversely there are many instances where meas-
ures to reduce costs will improve welfare, for example 
measures to prevent disease and mortality. Nevertheless, 
a focus on efficiency has not always identified the best 
methods even to achieve its own aims. It took an alterna-
tive approach, aimed at reducing problems for the animals 
concerned, to identify the fact that humane treatment of 
livestock by workers improves growth rate and reproduc-
tion (Table 49.1; Hemsworth, 2004). A similar approach 
showed that understanding animal behaviour can im-
prove design of handling systems and hence efficient use 
of labour in handling livestock (Grandin, 2004). In both 
cases the unit cost of producing or handling animals can 
be reduced, after an initial investment in worker train-
ing or facilities, while also improving animal welfare. So 
a positive attitude to welfare may benefit both animals 
and producers despite a competitive market. However, 
people do not always recognise or act on such opportuni-
ties, needing education and help to do so, partly because 
there may be a requirement of short-term expenditure to 
achieve long-term benefit. 

A positive attitude to welfare by individual farmers 
may thus produce a degree of protection of farm animal 
welfare that is completely compatible with, and poten-
tially even promoted by, competition, including that from 
free trade. This is in some sense a basic farm animal wel-
fare standard, but most discussions of standards concerns 
more formal, agreed guidelines for animal welfare.

Farm Animal Welfare Standards

Standards for farm animal welfare – or for other aspects 
of food production – operate at a number of levels of 
authority. Some are informal agreements among, say, a 
number of producers. Some are more formal agreements. 
Some involve assurance, with measures for verification 
(usually by independent assessors) that the standards are 
being met. A further level is legislation, which should 
also involve verification and enforcement. 

Standards may also be categorised by the type of entity 
setting them up, as follows.

Producer group
In a number of countries, farmers or production compa-
nies form associations, which may agree on standards of 

Figure 49.1. Different approaches to welfare overlap, but not complete-
ly (Appleby, 1999).

Figure 49.2. Profit from a group of animals often does not correlate 
with welfare of its individual members. In this hypothetical diagram the 
broken line represents growth rate and welfare of individual piglets as 
their stocking density is increased, while the solid line represents profit 
from the house.

Table 49.1. Gentle treatment of pigs, compared with rough treatment, 
reduces cortisol (which indicates stress), decreases their fear of hu-
mans, as indicated by the speed with which they approach a person, 
increases pregnancy rates in young sows (gilts) and accelerates matura-
tion in boars (from Hemsworth et al., 1993).

Handling

Gentle Minimal Rough

Blood cortisol (ng/ml) 1.7 1.8 2.4

Time to touch person (s) 48 96 120

Pregnancy in gilts (%) 88 57 33

Age of mating by boars (d) 161 176 193
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good practice to safeguard and promote their behaviour, 
reputation and sales. In recent years these have responded 
to public opinion by including consideration of welfare, 
although they vary in how much they actually raise stand-
ards above customary practice. For example, in the US 
the National Pork Board has set up the Swine Welfare 
Assurance Program, which encourages producers to re-
view their practices that affect welfare but does not intro-
duce any new criteria for housing systems (Table 49.2). 
By contrast the American Veal Association announced in 
2007 that its members would phase out individual crates 
for veal calves.

Production, processing or retailing company
Companies are also responsive to public opinion and in 
the US several large companies have introduced stand-
ards. In 2000 the McDonalds Corporation started requir-
ing its suppliers to provide laying hens with the same 
space allowance as in Europe, and not to practise forced 
moulting. Other fast food chains followed suit, and sub-
sequently the National Council of Chain Restaurants 
(NCCR) and the Food Marketing Institute (FMI, which 
represents the major supermarket chains) developed a 
collaborative programme, producing husbandry guide-
lines for their suppliers of animal products. More re-
cently some large production and processing companies 
have acted similarly: for example in 2007 Smithfields, 
the world’s largest pork production and processing com-
pany, decided to phase out gestation crates for sows on 
all its farms.

More stringent standards are being developed by a 
company that emphasises ethical issues of food, the US/
UK chain of food stores Whole Foods Market. Its Animal 
Compassionate Standards will, for example, prohibit bill 
trimming in ducks.

Speciality producers
Some producers also address consumer concerns about 
food production methods by developing niche markets, 
obtaining higher selling prices to offset their higher pro-
duction costs – if, indeed, their production costs are re-
ally higher, which is often a matter of debate. They do 
this either because they share consumer concerns, or for 
business reasons, or both. As well as welfare, such con-
cerns include the following, and production methods that 
take these into account may also improve the welfare of 
livestock: the environment (especially organic produc-
tion) (Appleby, 2005), food safety and quality, food secu-
rity, local food production, family farms, farm workers, 
rural communities and developing countries. Standards 
that specifically address animal welfare are generally en-
dorsed and verified by welfare organisations: in the UK, 
the Royal Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Animals; 
in North America, the American Humane Association, 
Humane Farm Animal Care, the Animal Welfare Institute 
and the British Columbia SPCA.

States and countries
In some countries, individual states can pass their own 
legislation, and there are instances of legislation favour-
ing animal welfare. In the US, Florida banned gestation 
crates for sows in 2002 and California legislated in 2004 
to phase out force feeding of poultry for foie gras produc-
tion. However, market forces militate against such leg-
islation because there is resistance to any measures that 
reduce competitiveness with other states.

Many countries are developing legislation for animal 
welfare. This varies from codified lists of actions that are 
prohibited to simple statements that animals must not be 
ill-treated. Both may be backed by more detailed advi-
sory codes. In European countries, however, legislation 
is increasingly subject to the wider groupings discussed 
in the next section.

Table 49.2. Topics covered by the Swine Welfare Assurance Program of 
the US’s National Pork Board (2005) encourage producers to review 
their practices that affect welfare but do not introduce any new criteria 
for housing systems.

1 Herd health and nutrition

2 Caretaker training

3 Animal observation

4 Body condition score

5 Euthanasia

6 Handling and movement

7 Facilities

8 Emergency support

9 Continuing assessment and education
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Groups of Countries
The European Union (EU) has more comprehensive 
legislation for animal welfare than anywhere else in the 
world. This is partly influenced by the wider grouping of 
the Council of Europe, with 47 countries and the EU as 
members. This has stated that ‘the humane treatment of 
animals is one of the hallmarks of Western civilisation’. 
The EU passes Directives, which then have to be trans-
lated into national legislation. In the current context there 
are two particularly relevant Directives. A Directive on 
husbandry systems for laying hens was passed in 1999. 
It included provisions for a review in 2004 taking into 
account ‘the socio-economic implications of the various 
systems,’ but at the time of writing that review has still not 
been produced. A Broiler Directive was passed in 2007. 
This was weaker than earlier drafts, apparently because 
of concerns over the pressure of imports of chicken meat 
and the threat to the industry of avian influenza.

There are some moves to include consideration of ani-
mal welfare in other groupings, such as Free Trade Areas. 
The EU is including measures for animal welfare in bilat-
eral trade agreements, for example with Chile: primarily 
those that overlap with measures to protect food hygiene, 
such as controls over handling and slaughter methods.

Intergovernmental Organisations
On a worldwide scale, the World Organisation for Animal 
Health (OIE) has recognised that animal health is affected 
by other aspects of animal welfare. It has therefore estab-
lished the first global animal welfare standards, starting 
with transport and slaughter practices (OIE, 2005) and fol-
lowing up with consideration of husbandry. These have 
been agreed by the 167 member countries, but many coun-
tries have not yet made progress on implementation.

Other intergovernmental organisations are recognising 
the contributions of animal treatment and animal welfare 
to economics and to poverty and hunger reduction. For 
example, the International Finance Corporation, part of 
the World Bank Group, has issued guidelines on ‘Creating 
business opportunity through improved animal welfare’ 
and on ‘Animal welfare in livestock operations.’ 

Are Standards Compatible with Free Trade?
The multiplicity of standard-setting agencies and stand-
ards outlined in the previous section suggests that the 

answer to whether such standards are compatible with 
increasingly competitive trade is not simple, but is nev-
ertheless in many or even most cases positive. The main 
motivation for creation of standards is increasing pub-
lic concern for farm animal welfare, in both developed 
countries (Figure 49.3) and developing countries (as evi-
denced by the unanimous support for standards from all 
member countries of the OIE). As such, few standard-set-
ting agencies will back down in the face of competition, 
in a business environment that is increasingly requiring 
corporate responsibility and accountability for ethical 
matters including animal welfare. Thus a senior execu-
tive of Burger King commented in 2002 that their cus-
tomers expect them – the restaurant company – to ensure 
that the animals supplying them with food are properly 
looked after. Indeed, the fact that corporate decisions on 
animal welfare are based on consumer attitudes means 
that they are based on broad market considerations rather 
than on narrow accounting of only the cost of food animal 
production (which is anyway just a small component of 
final product price) (Appleby et al., 2004). This ground-
ing in consumer preferences means that availability of 
information on the welfare of food producing animals is 
often important, whether by product labelling or by other 
means such as company or national websites.

Some standards are neutral for production costs – al-
though it has to be said that this includes some anodyne 
‘standards’ that do little or nothing more than codify ex-
isting practices rather than actually improving welfare. 

Figure 49.3. Public concern for animal welfare in developed coun-
tries continues to grow. The illustration analyses 24,708 replies 
from the countries of the EU to one of the questions in a survey by 
Eurobarometer in 2005.
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Some reduce costs – and it is important to note that, as 
with the work by Hemsworth (2004) and Grandin (2004) 
described above, this may be a surprise. When the US 
group United Egg Producers started to phase in larger 
space requirements for hens in cages in 2002, many pro-
ducers introduced the final target space allowance rap-
idly rather than slowly. Contrary to their expectation that 
housing the maximum number of hens per cage would 
maximise profits, they found that reducing stocking den-
sity improved production and feed conversion efficiency 
by individual hens, saved on feed costs and improved 
profit overall. 

Some standards do increase costs, but will survive 
for various reasons. Some generate greater income, par-
ticularly in niche markets, and there is every indication 
that speciality markets will continue to grow, including 
for high-welfare products, becoming less of a minority 
‘niche.’ As noted above, standards for welfare also over-
lap with those for other criteria such as organic produc-
tion. This is important both for niche sales and because 
wider welfare standards will be protected and even pro-
moted by the fact that they have common characteristics 
with other imperatives such as environmental protection 
and food hygiene (Appleby et al., 2003). 

Trade is thus not wholly free, and this is particularly 
true of international trade. A country’s own animal food 
products, produced to certain welfare standards, may be 
promoted by its authorities (by advertising, use of tariffs 
etc.) and favoured by its citizens both because of those 
standards themselves and for other reasons such as local 
food security. There are also practical factors supporting 
in-country production, notably transport costs and hy-
giene controls – although these certainly do not always 
overwhelm other factors. Thus egg production in Europe 
is subject to competition from imports (partly because of 
costs associated with higher welfare, but more because 
of other costs such as labour and feed being greater than 
in competitor countries). This will probably have little 
impact on sales of European-produced whole eggs, but 
more on those of liquid and dried egg products, which are 
both more easily transported and sterilised. 

Where restrictions on international trade exist, not di-
rectly warranted by the World Trade Organisation, they 
may be challenged under that authority, and the prec-
edents for welfare safeguards being permitted are not 

good. However, no challenges on welfare grounds have 
yet been made, and one possible defence increasingly 
mentioned is Article XX of the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and Trade, which says: 

‘Nothing in this agreement shall be construed to 
prevent the adoption or enforcement by any con-
tracting party of measures (a) necessary to protect 
public morals [or] (b) necessary to protect human, 
animal or plant health.’ 

Nations faced with imports from countries with lower 
welfare standards could argue that protecting the welfare 
of their farm animals was important for public morals and 
both human and animal health.

It remains true that the pressure of increased trade, both 
domestic and international, makes creation, strengthening 
or even maintenance of animal welfare standards even 
more difficult than in a less competitive market. Some 
standards may prove incompatible with an increasingly 
free market, although the arguments presented above 
suggest that these will be few. Perhaps the strongest ef-
fect of freer trade will be a reduction in the creation of 
new standards, or a weakening of any created – as with 
the European Broiler Directive discussed earlier. 

Yet free trade does not occur in a vacuum: it could 
be argued that other changes in the environment within 
which food production occurs are equally important, such 
as information exchange. Increased communication about 
animal welfare is maintaining the upward trend in interna-
tional awareness. People concerned for animals hope, with 
some justification, that the positive effects of such aware-
ness on farm animal welfare and on welfare protection 
standards are accelerating (Turner and D’Silva, 2006).

Conclusions

Programmes setting standards for farm animal welfare 
have increased markedly in recent years, varying in 
strength from cosmetic to demanding, and in the agencies 
establishing them from individual farmers to intergovern-
mental organisations. The main motivation is increasing 
public concern for farm animal welfare, which overlaps 
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with other concerns for food hygiene and environmen-
tal protection. Most will therefore survive the pressure 
of increasingly free trade: indeed, some prove in practice 
to reduce costs or to increase or protect income in other 
ways. Increasing competition may prevent or weaken 
creation of standards in future, but the impetus for high 
food quality (in a broad sense, including its provenance 
and effects) will continue to increase worldwide, thus re-
quiring any further freeing-up of trade to be compatible 
with continuing standards for farm animal welfare and 
other aspects of food production.
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