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Valuing Farm Animal Welfare in a Market Economy
A Philosophical Study of Market Failure

Marcus Ventin

Abstract:

Do people in the UK care about farm animal welfare? How well are their concerns represented
in society? How can we use economic policy to build a society that reflects public attitudes

towards farm animals and their welfare?

In this thesis, I contend that markets in animal products — which facilitate many people’s
quotidian interactions with farm animal welfare - are susceptible to four forms of market failure:
externalities, public good problems, information asymmetries and uncompetitive consumer
behaviour. I analyse how these market failures can subvert the expression of altruistic
preferences and prevent markets from reflecting the public’s concern for farm animal welfare,

before considering how policymakers can address these market failures.

I conclude that preference satisfaction theories of utility and welfare do not provide a suitable
grounding for economic farm animal welfare policy, which should instead seek to ensure that
public values are appropriately represented in society. I develop a policy framework that draws
upon public values and facts about farm animal welfare in society to assist policymakers in this

work.

Where the public is almost universally opposed to certain husbandry practices, government
intervention to directly protect farm animal welfare is likely to be in almost everyone’s interests,
and animal welfare should be viewed as a public good. Where significant groups of people are
opposed to the use of certain practices, market intervention through externality policies may be
justified as a means of affording greater representation to the public’s altruistic concern for farm
animal welfare: farm animal welfare should be viewed as a merit good in these cases. Where
public values are largely represented in society, farm animal welfare should be treated as a
private good: policymakers should empower consumers to express any further dissatisfaction

towards animal agriculture through market mechanisms.
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Introduction

Introduction

1. The Lives (and Deaths) of Others
Animal agriculture in the UK is big business. Despite the recent rise in self-reported animal
welfare-conscious lifestyles such as vegetarianism, veganism, pescatarianism and flexitarianism,
consumption of animal products remains the norm for the overwhelming majority of people in
Britain: in one recent survey, 97% of respondents claimed to have eaten animal products at
some point in 2018 (Waitrose and Partners 2018: 6-7). The animal product industry is
correspondingly large: the processed poultry and red meat (£5.648bn), unprocessed poultry and
red meat (£6.635bn), milk, milk drinks and cream (£4.18bn), cheese (£2.561bn), egg (£1.035bn)
and fish and seafood (£3.684bn) sectors produced sales of an estimated £23.681 billion in 2017
(Mintel 2017a: 10; Mintel 2017b: 11; Mintel 2018: 11; Mintel 2017c¢: 10; Egg Info 2019; Mintel 2017d:

1).

This combination of widespread animal product consumption and a large animal agriculture
industry entails that animal products have a significant impact upon the UK. Animal agriculture
was responsible for 10% of the UK’s greenhouse gas emissions in 2017 (DBEIS 2019), and many
writers have proclaimed that, as a society, we need to reduce our consumption of animal
products, in particular red meat, if we are to avoid a climate catastrophe (EAT-Lancet
Commission 2019: 21; WRI 2019: 2; Harwatt et al. 2019; Gulland and Wilson 2019; Milman 2018;
Carrington 2018). Additionally, the regular consumption of some animal products, namely red
and processed meats, has been linked with chronic illnesses such as heart disease and various
cancers. Treating these illnesses comes at a cost to society — one study estimated these costs

could be as large as £5 billion per year by 2020 (Springmann et al. 2018a).

Then there are the animals themselves. A large animal agriculture industry must raise and
slaughter huge numbers of animals to satisfy consumer demand for animal products. In 2018,
producers in the UK raised approximately 10,004,000 cattle, 4,969,000 swine, 181,818,000
poultry and 34,832,000 sheep, as well as millions of farmed fish, the numbers of which are not

counted (DEFRA 2019a: 6).

Many consumers want more from their animal products than just something to eat, however:
they care about farm animal welfare and want the animals that produce their food to die good
deaths and live good lives, or at the very least not bad ones (Eurobarometer 2016: 10, 13; Brook

Lyndhurst 2010: 40; Harper and Henson 2001: 19). After a cursory examination of modern
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husbandry practices, though, you could be forgiven for concluding that producers are failing to
meet this demand: mutilations, deprivations of the ability to perform natural behaviours and
selective breeding-induced health issues are the norm in intensive production rather than the
exception (FAWC 2009: 8; World Animal Protection 2019; Wasley et al. 2017; Safran Foer 2010:

126).

[ first became aware of the apparent rift between the demand and supply of animal welfare as a
fresh-faced eighteen-year-old on the brink of starting university. [ was the first of three children
to move any meaningful distance away from home, and my mother’s response to her impending
empty nest was to make the metaphor reality and replace her departing child with actual birds

— three chickens.

These were no ordinary chickens, however: these were hens with a history. When hens used in
industrial egg production reach about two years of age, the rate at which they lay eggs begins to
decline. They become less productive to the extent that it is no longer economically viable for
producers to maintain them. These hens - who, in the UK, number more than 40 million per
year - are sent to slaughter (HSA 2014). Charities such as the British Hen Welfare Trust (BHWT)
rescue some of these hens (the BHWT takes in over 60,000 per year (BHWT 2019)) and find

homes for them as pets. We adopted three of these ex-layers.

We received the hens shortly after they had been collected from the farm. The condition they
arrived in was therefore likely typical of the millions of hens who have reach the ends of their
productive lives in these systems. The hens were in a bad way, to put it mildly. One was almost
entirely bereft of feathers. Another sat dazed in the garden for days, simply staring at the sky as

if the sight of the sun was a novelty to her.

But they improved. With time, the feathers returned, the sight of the sky became familiar and
freedom to roam became the norm. As the scars of their previous lives began to heal, the hens’
personalities emerged. They could be by turns affectionate, curious and bossy, with unique
preferences for people and parts of the garden. They would happily jump up onto a knee for a
stroke, or the opportunity to peck at an unsuspecting victim'’s ice cream. If the back door was
left open, they would migrate to the house and surprise everyone by turning up to dinner
unannounced with an indignant cluck for having not been invited. In short, it was clear to me
that there was a spark behind the eyes, that these birds, who had suffered such hardships in
order to satisfy human demand for their eggs, were both mentally and emotionally complex and

deserved better than they had been given.

11



Introduction

These hens were part of a lucky minority whose stories end with a happily ever after, but the
overwhelming majority of egg-laying hens, and other farmed animals, are not so fortunate. They
are sent to slaughter. That is the point: their deaths are an essential part of the production
process. As part of a public policy internship carried out in summer 2019, I visited a cattle
slaughterhouse to witness how the lives of most farmed animals are brought to an end. This
slaughterhouse was something of an anomaly in the sense that each step in the production
process was carried out by hand - industrial-scale slaughterhouses tend to rely more on
machines than manual labour. The slaughterhouse prided itself on the quality of care shown to
its animals: its commitment to manual labour allowed greater attention to be paid to the
animals’ welfare, while they also required cattle to be bussed in from local farms to reduce
transport-related stress. In addition, the slaughterhouse made sure to adhere to the many
regulations surrounding meat production: it employed Official Veterinarians and Meat Hygiene
Inspectors from the Food Standards Agency to ensure that animal welfare legislation was being

followed, that the animals were healthy and good food hygiene was being practised.

The slaughter process begins with a cow being herded into a small metal pen, in which it has
little space to move, and none to turn around. A worker stood above the pen then applies what
is referred to as a ‘permanent stun’, a bolt gun shot between the eyes. The term ‘stun’ is
something of a misnomer: when applied correctly, part of the cow’s brain is destroyed, instantly
rendering it unconscious and causing a cessation of breathing. It is no longer capable of thought
or feeling. Legally, the animal cannot yet be declared dead, although for all intents and purposes
it is. It is only after the next stage, where the cow is hoisted up by a hind leg, its throat slit and
left to drain for half a minute, that it officially dies. At this point, a swarm of industrious hands
get to work. The skin is removed, the ribs sawed apart, the innards carefully removed, and the
animal carved into two to be hung out to dry. The whole process, from living creature to

something that very closely resembles food, takes perhaps three minutes per animal.

The cattle die quickly. I would be reluctant to say, however, that they die well. Some met their
end with stoic indifference, but others put up a fight. They were vocal in their resistance and
refused to enter the slaughter pen for as long as they could. When finally forced in, they would
kick out at the door to prevent its closure. But the slaughterman always wins. Eventually, the
cow tires and is stunned, slaughtered and butchered like the millions across the country that

came before and the millions that will inevitably come after.

When casually browsing the homogenous packaged steaks, burgers and mince in the

supermarket’s freezer counters, the consumer learns nothing of the beings that produced them.
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They do not know whether the animal that will provide their dinner clung to its life for as long
as it possibly could, that it staved off the butcher’s cleaver with a fiery passion - a quality which,
in humans, is lauded and has historically been turned into the stuff of legend. In fact, these little
packets of meat provide practically no indication that they were once parts of living, breathing
creatures: we even use different terms to refer to the flesh, beef, and the animal itself, cow,

further facilitating consumer disengagement from the lived experience of the animal.

Many consumers would be horrified, or at least severely discomfited, to learn about the lives
and deaths of farmed animals. Surveys repeatedly indicate that there is substantial public
demand for farm animals to live good lives and to die good deaths, but my own experiences
make me think that this demand is not being satisfied. In technical terms, I contend that

markets are providing a socially suboptimal level of farm animal welfare.

The majority of this thesis is dedicated to supporting this claim. My argument proceeds in
several stages. [ begin by considering the circumstances in which improving farm animal welfare
might be beneficial to society. I argue that, for the economist, welfare improvements are most
justifiable when there is sufficient consumer demand for them, and I note that there appears to
be considerable concern for farm animal welfare in the UK. I then propose that four factors
might be limiting the effectiveness of animal product markets in accommodating consumers’
preferences for farm animal welfare, leading to a socially suboptimal provision of farm animal
welfare. [ analyse these factors in greater detail and explore the effectiveness and

appropriateness of numerous policies in rectifying these market failures.

In conducting this analysis, I reveal some fundamental problems with preference satisfaction
theories of welfare, which have played a central role in many of the leading economic studies in
this field (see Lusk 2011, McInerney 2004, and Harvey and Hubbard 2013 for instance). These
problems render many of the tools of conventional economic analysis largely inappropriate and
ill-suited to accounting for concern for farm animal welfare in a market environment. To rectify
these issues, I propose a new way of thinking about the objectives of economic farm animal
welfare policy that moves away from the prevailing and problematic preference satisfaction
foundations of conventional economic analysis and instead draws upon public values and facts
about animal welfare in a society. Such a shift allows economic farm animal welfare policy to
better recognise different ways of valuing farm animal welfare, and therefore promotes policies

that better reflect people’s attitudes towards farm animals.

Although this project is interdisciplinary in the sense that it engages with concepts and theories

from disciplines as various as philosophy, economics, animal ethology, marketing, psychology,
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and public policy, the analysis is primarily philosophical in nature. Food policy is a sprawling
and multidisciplinary area of study, and so engaging with a range of fields is necessary to build
support for my conclusion that a values-based framework is a more appropriate way of
approaching economic farm animal welfare policy than traditional preference-based

approaches.

2. Talking About Talking About Animal Welfare
Given that this is a thesis about animal welfare, it is necessary to provide a definition of this
concept. In line with the definition of human welfare that I adopt in Chapter 1 (p.34), I
understand animal welfare as referring to how well (or poorly) an animal’s life is going for it.
The welfare of farm animals is likely to be influenced by factors including production inputs
(feed, shelter, etc.), production outcomes (health outcomes, mental states, opportunities to
express certain natural behaviours, etc.) and the husbandry practices that an animal is exposed

to.

When we talk about animal welfare, though, much of what we say contains dimensions that are
not captured by this definition: we might, for example, want to make normative claims about
what constitutes good and bad welfare, or relative claims about what constitutes higher and
lower welfare. Normative and relative claims about animal welfare are of central importance to
this thesis and so it is important to explain what they refer to in my analysis. Normative claims
about farm animals and their welfare can be found in abundance in the field of animal ethics,
and [ will discuss the works of several animal ethicists in this thesis. I am, however, primarily
interested in how economic policy can be used to create a society that reflects public concern
for farm animal welfare. Whether this is a morally desirable end, as it can promote
improvements in farm animal welfare, or a morally undesirable end, as it implicitly condones
both the continued treatment of farm animals as human property and their slaughter to satisfy
human appetites, is a question that is not addressed here. My own views on the permissibility
of treating animals as property, slaughtering them for human consumption, and inflicting
suffering upon them in pursuit of greater productivity are irrelevant to this project and thus
remain unstated in what follows. For the purposes of this thesis, I will instead adopt a stance
popularised by the retailer Harry Gordon Selfridge, and hold that the consumer is always right"

— normative claims about animal welfare will be understood in terms of consumers’ beliefs.

! Well, maybe not always.
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I adopt a parallel stance towards relative claims about animal welfare. Making relative claims
about farm animal welfare is not always straightforward, as elements of welfare can conflict with
each other, casting uncertainty over what is best for an animal. Things that, in isolation, we
might think are good for an animal’s welfare might come at a cost in other areas of welfare (for
instance, outdoor access and freedom to roam can expose an animal to harmful pathogens and
leave it at risk of attack and predation). The reverse is also true: things that, in isolation, we
might consider detrimental to an animal’s welfare could make a positive contribution in other
areas of welfare (mutilations such as beak trimming and tail docking can inhibit cannibalistic
behaviours, for example). In an attempt to enable us to make relative claims about farm animal
welfare, researchers have sought to synthesise various factors into models that produce an
overall welfare score that captures these trade-offs (see De Mol et al. 2006’s FOWEL model of
laying hen welfare, for instance), but these models have been subject to criticism (Cotra 2017;
Bollard 2016). Because there is not currently a generally-accepted model upon which to base
relative claims about animal welfare, and given that this thesis is chiefly interested in how
markets influence farm animals’ welfare, I will primarily understand relative claims in terms of
consumer beliefs about what constitutes higher and lower welfare: these beliefs inform
consumers’ preferences for particular welfare attributes, and these preferences can in turn

motivate their actions in the market.

In line with these consumer-centric definitions of normative and relative claims about farm
animal welfare, I hold that the satisfaction of public preferences for farm animal welfare is an
appropriate policy aim. There can be other appropriate policy aims in this area, namely ethical
concern for the lives of farm animals, but, for pragmatic reasons, my focus in this thesis is on
economic farm animal welfare policy. Ethically motivated calls for a broad proscription on the
consumption of animal products have fallen on deaf ears for decades. Engaging with the policy
debate from an economic perspective, however, and highlighting areas where consumers’ voices
are not being heard in the market, might provide a more viable way of influencing policy and

improving the lives of farm animals.

Consequently, I will assess the desirability of a state of the world, and the appropriateness of
the provision of farm animal welfare, according to how far it reflects what matters to people.
For the majority of this thesis, this will be understood in terms of preference satisfaction,
although, due to the limitations of this approach - which will be outlined in my final chapter -

I will contend that policymakers should instead seek to engage with public values.
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3. Overview
The structure of this thesis is as follows. In Chapter 1, I introduce two key concepts that
underpin welfare economics: utility as preference satisfaction and economic efficiency. [ unpack
the different types of preference that can motivate demand for farm animal welfare, and contend
that, because many consumers dissociate themselves from the ultimate fate of farm animals,

moral concern can stimulate purchases of higher-welfare products.

In Chapter 2, | assess the extent of consumer demand for farm animal welfare in the UK. I argue
that, within the production space bounded by the UK’s farm animal welfare legislation, welfare
improvements tend to be detrimental to productivity and thus lead to price increases, meaning
that there is no universal reason for UK consumers to prefer higher welfare standards. The
question of whether there is demand for higher farm animal welfare should therefore be treated
as an empirical one, and I argue that recent surveys provide good evidence that UK consumers

are prepared to pay more for higher-welfare products and production practices.

In Chapter 3, I explore the 