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Abstract 
 
The veterinary profession needs to recognize the global influences on animal welfare and the 
changing role of the veterinarian in response to the changing attitudes of the human 
population.  The trend is for urban populations and consumers to dictate animal welfare 
standards.  Veterinarians must base their recommendations for animal welfare on scientifically 
justified practices.  The development of animal welfare standards is an on going process with 
the major international effort being led by the Office International des Épizooties.   
 
The drivers of animal welfare 
 
The interest in animal welfare is growing very fast around the World.  While the primary driver 
may be the consumer, large retailers and bureaucrats are probably pushing the most to have 
animal welfare standards in place. 
 
The massive continuing urbanization of the World has seen the loss of rural populations that 
has been evident in western societies for about 100 years is now moving very rapidly in 
developing countries.  There have been some significant influencers. Firstly the reliance on food 
production based on economies of scale that enable a relatively few producers provide the mass 
urban markets.  These markets have been driven by low prices and this trend continues for the 
majority of consumers.  Now however, there is a growing and already significant affluence in 
urban societies and those people are prepared to pay a premium for the goods and services 
that they buy. 
 
The increasing distance between rural and urban populations has meant that within one or two 
human generations, there is a loss of understanding of the realities of animal husbandry.  In 
fact there is an increasing expectation that animals are being treated very well – as well as the 
family pet which has benefited from being treated as well as a junior member of the family in 
many households. 
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To cater for these market demands, retailers have been demanding high standards for animal 
products that they want to be able to sell to all their customers, especially their more discerning 
and affluent customers.  These demands have filtered back down to producers who are having 
to implement increasingly stringent conditions to assure buyers and consumers about food 
quality, food safety and animal welfare. 
 
Regulation 
 
At a national level, these requirements have been recognized by many regulators.  A number of 
countries have now seen the implementation of regulations and standards to control such 
things as food safety and animal welfare.  Legislative changes are underpinning these 
requirements and these provide the basis for previously market led requirements to be 
enforced. 
 
The globalization of the World’s economy and the comparative advantage in agriculture 
emanating from nations will mean the future wealth of many countries is dependent on their 
ability to meet market demand satisfactorily.  This is becoming most important for these 
countries that do not have the opportunity to exploit mineral and other resources. 
 
At the global level, the World Trade Organisation does not yet include animal welfare standards 
to be used as trade barriers, even although they have now become involved in purchasing 
decisions.  The World Organisation for Animal Health (Office International des Épizoties or OIE) 
has formed a working group which has already developed guidelines for the transport of 
animals by sea; transport of animals by land; transport of animals by air; the slaughter of 
animals for human consumption; and the killing of animals for disease control purposes. These 
have been adopted by the General Assembly(1). 
 
The internationalization of animal welfare by the OIE is seeing the beginning of harmonization 
of standards being embodied in the legislation of member countries.  How long before these 
standards are used to officially meet trade demands or be used as barriers to trade remains to 
be seen. 
 
Standard development 
 
The development of animal welfare standards is driven by regulators who in many cases now 
are encouraging their stakeholders through extensive consultation throughout the development 
process.  This consultation is important to ensure that the standard produced is practical and 
acceptable to as wide a range of people in the community as possible. 
 
In much the same way as veterinarians as trying to satisfy the various stakeholders(2) 
regulators are also facing the same challenge.  The graphs produced by Professor John 
McInerney from the University of Exeter in England again illustrate the challenges. (See figures 
1 to 5.) (3) 
 
While some views on the welfare of animals are inevitably based on emotion and 
anthropomorphism, both the veterinary profession and the regulators need to base their 
standards on science based evidence.  Recent advances in animal welfare science and 
technology have enabled a better and more meaningful understanding of what really influences 
the welfare of animals and what are the conditions best suited to good animal welfare.  It is 
important that all underlying standards and guidelines for animal welfare are soundly based and 
unequivocal.  Without that premise, the future support for a particular standard will be 
vulnerable to criticism and challenge.  The ability to enforce standards similarly requires that 
they are properly based on science. 
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“Natural” welfare (point A): 

• animal centred. 
• presumably what the animal itself would choose. 
• animal free to act as its natural instincts dictate - feeding pattern, social grouping, mating 

behaviour, rearing young, establishing and maintaining territory, aggression and imposing 
social dominance, and the like. 

• clearly inconsistent with domestication and commercial production. 
 

    “Maximal” welfare (point B):  
• animal centred. 
• the best conditions attainable are offered within the (unnatural) environment of 

domestication. 
• apart from some restrictions on natural behaviour, the best possible food, shelter, space, 

physical comfort, health, safety, social interaction, etc. are provided. 
• farm animals are treated as well as we would treat our children. 
• not a realistic benchmark for economic livestock production. 

 
    “Desired” or “appropriate” welfare (point E): 

• this is human-centred (i.e. determined by human preferences). 
• some trade-offs are made between animal welfare and meeting human interests. 
• costs to the animals occur because:  
• we initiate and manage their lives,  
• we subject them to things they would not choose and,  
• in most cases,  we kill them when it suits us. 
• husbandry conditions leave us feeling broadly comfortable with how animals are treated. 
• they correspond to an overall image of the desired or appropriate welfare standard 

acceptable in our society. 
• represents the economic optimum position defined in its widest sense. 

 
“Minimal” welfare (point D): 

• this is human-centred. 
• major trade-offs are made between animal welfare and human interests. 
• the husbandry conditions are at the lower limit that is socially acceptable - below it the 

animals are regarded as being subject to cruelty. 
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Figure 1: Conflicts and choices between animal welfare and productivity
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• this is the boundary beyond which the exploitation of animals would be regarded universally in 
society as being unacceptable. 

• the concept of minimal welfare is practically the most amenable to definition and specification 
- its standards are embodied in much formal legislation and related legal instruments designed 
to safeguard animal welfare. 

 
Welfare breakdown (point C): 

• the animals’ production is extended to the extreme of its biological capability. 
• pushing the animals beyond this point would cause catastrophic breakdowns in health and 

productivity. 
• this leads ultimately to collapse of the livestock production system.  
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Figure 4: New technology can improve welfare with no loss in productivity

.

pe
rc

ei
ve

d 
an

im
al

 w
el

fa
re

livestock productivity

increased productivity
with no loss in welfare

.

Figure 5: Improving productivity with no loss in welfare
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Figure 6: Improving both welfare and productivity
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Non-government organisations 
 
There are many non-government organisations (NGOs) active in the animal welfare area.  The 
veterinary profession, led by the World Veterinary Association (WVA) and its members have 
begun to develop some standards to guide the profession.  The WVA has a collaboration 
agreement with the OIE and could therefore be expected to develop a complementary 
approach. 
 
The numerous non-veterinary NGOs are possibly led by the World Society for the Protection of 
Animals which is a large federation of animal welfare organisations.  While many of these 
organisations may be non-veterinary, many do in fact have veterinary members and staff or do 
have a good working relationship with veterinarians. 
 
Collectively these NGOs are influencing the societal uptake and support for improvements in 
animal welfare.  Society is responding with empathy and donations which form the financial 
support that these organisations need to function.  Their activity levels are evidence of the 
enthusiasm and dedication of their human resources and indicative of the financial support that 
they receive from society. 
 
The future 
 
The future of animal welfare will continue to be dominated by the current strategy of standard 
development.  This phase can be expected to last about 10-15 years and globally is dependent 
on the rate of uptake of this standard development by each country. 
 
The following phase will see the programmed reviews of animal welfare standards to ensure 
that they remain up-to-date and relevant in their context. 
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Figure 5: Improving both welfare and productivity
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The longer term will be influenced by societal views.  Will society have been satisfied by these 
standards and will the current disparate views of some stakeholders become satisfied by the 
implementation of well researched and consulted standards?  Time will tell. 
 
Throughout this whole process, we veterinarians should continue to manage animal welfare 
using the principles of good governance, both for animals and for society. 
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