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All Use is Abuse: Why Animal Welfare Reforms
and Regulations are Problematic

"The 19th century reformers argued that it was better for a slave's
owner to beat his slave four times a week rather than five...
Putting a string quartet on the way to the gas chambers -- as the
Nazis did during the Holocaust -- may make things more 'humane'
in some sense, but that misses the point, doesn't it?" --Gary L.
Francione

In the United States, before slavery was formally abolished, there were two
groups of people: those who wanted to abolish slavery, the abolitionists, and
those who wanted to make a more kinder, "Christian" slavery. Today, there
are two similar groups within animal rights: those who want to abolish animal
exploitation, the abolitionists, and those who want to make animal
exploitation more "humane", the welfarists or regulationists.

The comparison of human slavery hundreds of years ago to the exploitation
of animals in present day is not to somehow belittle the struggle of slaves or
"compare them to animals." The comparison of human slavery to non-
human animal exploitation is to display the ideological similarities of the
tactics that were used against slavery and the tactics being used by animal
advocates.

What are animal welfare reforms? Why should animal rights advocates push
for veganism and not free-range or humane animal products? What is wrong
with consuming or using products from animals who were treated
humanely? These questions, among others, all have answers within the
abolitionist philosophy of animal rights.

Animal Welfare Reforms

An animal welfare reform is a measure taken by an industry that exploits
animals, such as a slaughterhouse or animal testing lab, to improve the
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condition or lives of animals while they are being used. Animal welfare
reforms are usually pushed or backed by animal protection or animal welfare
groups and organizations.

An example of an animal welfare reform is People for the Ethical Treatment
of Animal's (PETA) Kentucky Fried Cruelty campaign in Canada. One of
PETA's websites states

"Following months of closed-door negotiations between PETA
and the company that coordinates the purchasing of chickens for
all Canadian KFCs, the lives and deaths of all chickens killed for
KFCs in Canada will be improved by a historic new animal welfare
plan." [1]

The "historic new animal welfare plan" includes the phase-in of 100 percent
of chicken purchases from suppliers that use Controlled-Atmosphere Killing
(CAK). According to PETA, Controlled Atmosphere Killing is "the least cruel
form of poultry slaughter ever developed." [2]

Four Problems with Animal Welfare Reforms

The first problem, states Gary L. Francione, animal rights philosopher and
author, is that PETA promotes welfare reforms based on the economic
benefits that will result from the more efficient use and killing of animals. [3]

Francione states, referring to the Analysis of Controlled-Atmosphere Killing
vs. Electric Immobilization from an Economic Standpoint, that

PETA argues for the gassing, or “controlled-atmosphere killing
(CAK)” of poultry, claiming that the electric stunning method of
slaughter “lowers product quality and yield” because birds suffer
broken bones and the process results in contamination dangerous
to human health. The electric stunning method also “increases
labor costs” in various ways. PETA argues that “CAK increases
product quality and yield” because broken bones, bruising, and
hemorrhaging are supposedly eliminated, contamination is
reduced, “shelf-life of meat” is increased, and “‘more tender
breast meat’” is produced. PETA also claims that “CAK lowers
labor costs” by reducing the need for certain inspections, reducing
accidents, and lowering employee turnover. CAK provides “other
economic benefits” to the poultry industry by allowing producers
to save money on energy costs, and by reducing by-product
waste and the need to use water. [4]

In other words, by promoting animal welfare reforms, PETA and other
groups are merely assisting the meat industry in finding ways to increase
profits from exploiting animals and making the exploitation more efficient.

Second, Francione states "animal welfare measures provide little, if any,
significant protection to animal interests." [5] Simply put, animal welfare
reforms do little or nothing to actually protect animals from harm.

For example, free-range chickens and turkeys must have access to the
outdoors, but no other criteria— such as the density of birds in the area, the
duration of how much outdoor access or the quality of the land that is
accessible—is provided or defined. Surgical mutilations, like debeaking,
without any pain relief are allowed. [6]

Male chicks from free-range egg farms can still be killed after being hatched
because they are not able to produce eggs, therefore being of no use to the
egg industry. [7] The same goes for organic dairy farms; male calves do not
produce milk and would cost the companies money to keep them alive, so
they are sold and slaughtered for veal.

Third, according to Francione, animal welfare measures only make the
public feel better about animal exploitation, which encourages the continued
use and consumption of animals. [8]
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Many people may avoid animal products if they are under the impression it
caused the animal suffering to produce it—but they may go back to eating or
consuming those products if an animal welfare organization states that the
animals are being treated humanely or their conditions have improved. [9]

There is proof that situations like this happen. In Francione's essay "“Happy”
Meat/Animal Products: A Step in the Right Direction or “An Easier Access
Point Back” to Eating Animals?", Francione states that a BBC News
Magazine article covers a story featuring schoolteacher Rachael Deacon, a
vegetarian for 10 years, who goes back to eating animals who have been
raised and slaughtered humanely. [10]

The article further illustrates the problem when the reporter, Megan Lane,
states that she was a vegetarian for 14 years but “started eating meat again,
but only meat from animals who've enjoyed a happy life before being
slaughtered” because when she first went vegetarian, organic and free-
range meat was not as easily available like it is now. [11]

Francione also states that

Ironically, animal welfare reform may actually increase animal
suffering. Assume that we are exploiting 5 animals and imposing
10 units of suffering on each. That’s a total of 50 units of
suffering. A welfare measure results in a reduction of 1 unit of
suffering for each animal, but consumption rises to 6 animals.
That’s a total of 54 units of suffering—a net increase. [12]

Fourth, animal welfare reforms do nothing to abolish the property status of
animals. In fact, animal welfare reforms perpetuate the notion that animals
are commodities.

As previously stated, animal welfare reforms are usually connected to using
animals more efficiently. “That is,” Francione says, “animal welfare generally
protects animal interests only to the extent that it provides economic benefits
for humans.”[13]

This reinforces the idea that animals are pieces of property. Indeed, it is not
how the animals are being treated that matters, but the fact that they are
being used at all that is the problem.

Practicality and the Environment

Even if animal welfare reforms and “humane” animal products were not
problematic on an ethical level, they are deeply flawed from a practical
standpoint.

If everyone wanted to keep eating the same amount of animal products that
they do but only humane or free-range animal products, there would not be
enough room to farm the amount of animals needed to keep up with the
demand.

The whole reason factory farms came around was for the growing demand
of animal products and the little space there was to farm them; factory farms
are more efficient, and they will continue to thrive under capitalism.

Free-range and humane animal products simply cannot sustain themselves
on a large-scale.

In terms of the environment, free-range and organic animal products may
actually be worse for the environment than animal products from factory
farms.

The main environmental concerns on an organic or humane farm is the land
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erosion that occurs from the grazing and raising of livestock and how the
room for an organic or humane farm takes away the living, hunting, and
mating room for wild animals; organic or humane farms may cause the
deterioration of top soil and fertile ground and the disappearance of forest
for wild animals.

Conclusion

"So profoundly ignorant of the nature of slavery are many
persons, that they are stubbornly incredulous whenever they read
or listen to any recital of the cruelties which are daily inflicted on
its victims. They do not deny that the slaves are held as property;
but that terrible fact seems to convey to their minds no idea of
injustice, exposure to outrage, or savage barbarity." --William
Lloyd Garrison (May 1, 1845)

Garrisons words, while referring to human slavery, stand just as true today
about people's perception of animal exploitation. The public is horrified when
cruelties and abuses are exposed from farms, but think nothing of the fact
that the animals, no matter how "humanely" they are used, are merely
pieces of property.

"Humane" slaughter is still slaughter, and “kind” confinement is still
confinement. Animal welfare reforms may alleviate some of the symptoms of
animal abuse but going vegan and educating others about veganism strikes
at the roots of the problem of speciesism and animal use. Veganism is
simply the minimum standard of moral decency that we owe non-humans as
fellow sentient creatures.

Khaetlyn L. Grindell
(c) 2010 Khaetlyn L. Grindell
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