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Should We Care About  
the Well-being of Farm Animals?

Ensuring the well-being of farm animals across the 
globe requires a common understanding of what 
well-being actually means, a realistic assessment 
of practices in different geographical areas, and the 
application of objective measures. This is what the 
audience heard at the 11th annual Expert Forum on Farm 
Animal Well-Being, organised by Boehringer Ingelheim 
in Sydney, Australia last June. 

During this event, a panel of international speakers 
talked about the relationship between animal well-being 
and international trade. The discussion centred around 
how to recognise and measure well-being, and what this 
means for introducing standards in a global market where 
the appetite and capacity for change is highly variable. 

So, let’s take a look at some key takeaways. 

What does Farm Animal Well-being Actually Mean?
There is probably not a single and definitive answer to this 
question. And even if there was, the same answer might 
not seem relevant in five years or 50 years.

However, we believe that well-being is about the whole 
of an animal’s life, not just a particular moment; Professor 
Natalie Waran from the Eastern Institute of Technology 
in New Zealand told the forum participants that it’s time 
to move to animal-based measures for assessing well-
being, including measures that assess overall quality of 
life and not just ‘moment in time’ snapshots.

“To date we’ve been mostly measuring negative 
factors and focusing on the animal’s state in the moment,” 
she pointed out. “Measures such as cortisol levels, long 
seen as the ‘gold standard’ in assessing stress, could give 
way to behaviour-driven assessments like engagement 
with stockpersons, subtle changes in body posture or even 
facial expression, an emerging area of research. People 
are concerned about the presence of positive feelings. If 
an animal is feeling positive, it usually means its needs are 
being met and welfare is good.” 

Dr David Beggs from the University of Melbourne also 
spoke in favour of choosing measures that represent 

quality of life for animals as he looked at research into 
what makes animals ‘happy’, stating: “Small moments of 
pleasure do not equal welfare and small moments of pain 
do not equal suffering.” 

Particularly as herds get bigger, long walking tracks, 
long milking times, higher levels of concentrate feeding 
and lower staff-to-stock ratios all have the potential 
to impact dairy cow welfare. But there are ways to spot 
issues.

Dr Beggs shared results from an extensive dairy 
industry study that tracked dairy cows through over 1 
million milkings. This study showed, for example, that cows 
generally like to maintain a similar position in the milking 
queue – the ones that come in first always come in first, 
the ones that hang back always hang back – so a sudden 
change in position could be a sign of a problem.

In addition, there is the importance of commonality 
of interpretation when using qualitative behavioural 
assessments, and the role of human behaviour in driving 
animal response. 

In order to understand farm animal well-being, we have 
to first understand what animals value most and Professor 
Waran outlined some of the latest research methods that 
allow researchers to differentiate between an animal’s 
‘wants’ and ‘needs’. For example, the need for food is 
generally inflexible whereas species preferences over pen 
or cage size are often flexible and dependent upon many 
factors, including previous experience.

By understanding not only what the natural or preferred 
behaviour is, but also what is the most highly valued 
behaviour for a certain species, we can focus on practice 
changes that will deliver the biggest impact on well-being.

Who is Responsible for Farm Animal Well-being?
Farm animal well-being is a shared responsibility. However, 
that is a very simple take on a very complex challenge.

It appeared during the forum that there is a clear role for 
legislators, producers, customers, vets and even consumers 
but goals must be achievable.

Responsibility often technically rests with a producer, but 
well-being in practice is often in the hands of farm staff. The 
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forum heard that good well-being practices need to be able 
to be implemented by a stockperson as part of their regular 
activities if they are going to be widely adopted.

Dr Teresa Collins from Australia’s Murdoch University 
gave a presentation on measurement in the live export 
sector during which she touched on the key requirements 
for welfare indicators, also sharing: “Current monitoring 
includes extensive monitoring around mortality. Mortality 
rates have been going down, but perhaps mortality isn’t the 
right or the only measure.” 

Instead, measurements should reflect physiology and 
natural behaviours of animals and take a ‘whole of life’ 
view. Indicators should integrate with existing reporting 
requirements, and promote evidence-based decisions. 
Crucially, assessing indicators and adjusting practice has to 
be easily implemented by stockpersons and integrated with 
the existing reporting requirements.

Professor John Campbell from the University of 
Saskatchewan in Canada has been closely involved in the 
development of standards around the use of pain relief under 
the Canadian Code of Practice for the care and handling of 
beef cattle (COPB), which was revised in 2013. The big lesson 
he shared with the Forum was that consultation is essential, 
because a code no one will implement is a waste of time.

Despite the publication of an updated COPB, the  
implementation of these requirements and recommen-
dations is largely voluntary and producers stated they were 
not willing to change their practices just because the COPB 
required it, but would prefer to see value for their cattle and 
operation.

Professor Campbell shared that those involved in 
developing the code, and producers who have followed it, 
all recognised the value of appropriate pain relief, but the 
requirements had to be valuable and implementable. “We’ve 
seen that when pain relief is used during calf processing, 
cattle exhibit faster movement and calves reunite better 
with cows. Once producers start using it, they never go 
back. They tell us ‘by doing so, we can get home for dinner 
sooner’.”

In Canada, the result was a phased approach requiring 
pain relief during a number of procedures including 
castration and disbudding.

When it comes to consumers, James Whittaker, 
representing a major supermarket chain, was of the view 
that it can be challenging to address consumer concerns 
when they only understand part of an issue. “We try to 
understand customer concerns, and we want to address 
them but be fair and balanced at the same time,” he said 
as part of a discussion about consumer pressures around 

grass versus grain feeding and practices like antibiotic use, 
which may be misunderstood by consumers.

How do veterinarians fit in the area of responsibility? 
Dr Beggs believes that veterinarians are well positioned 
to help producers develop well-being plans but are not 
the right choice for ensuring adherence to regulations. It 
is important to note that in this context, a plan is not an 
audited quality assurance programme. Rather, a plan 
should document the considered risks, the level to which 
these risks are controlled on the individual farm, and 
any plans to reduce the level of risk. This is an important 
concept because producers do not pass or fail their plans, 
and there is no conflict of interest for the veterinarian to 
get involved because they are not being asked to enforce 
or assess the components within the plan, but rather 
to identify major risks and help devise plans to reduce  
them.

He told also the forum that veterinarians do not have 
auditing skills appropriate to assess how well a plan is 
implemented and whether that implementation meets 
regulations.

Human Well-being Essential to Animal Well-being
Experts agreed that the humans responsible for farm 
animals have to feel good and valued and have strong 
mental health in order for those animals to achieve well-
being as “it’s hard to prioritise animal well-being when 
human well-being is tested”.

According to Professor Andrew Fisher from the Animal 
Welfare Science Centre at the University of Melbourne, 
“people care first about ensuring the needs of their own 
families are met. Then they look at whether their wider 
community’s well-being is being addressed. If it is, they 
start looking to national and international well-being and 
it is really only at that point that animal well-being makes 
it to the agenda. 

“But it’s not only that people prioritise human needs over 
animal needs. It’s also that humans – farmers, stockpeople 
and others – are better placed to consider animal well-
being when they are feeling okay themselves.”

One of the barriers to adoption of improved well-being 
practice seems to be mental health. When a farmer is not 
coping, animal well-being declines. When a stockperson 
is not valued and treated well, animal well-being  
declines.

Another barrier, at least for some, may be the unfulfilled 
desire for acknowledgement and recognition which 
suggested that by recognising that people wish to be 
‘good’ to animals, we can support them to be good to  
animals. 
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Dr Laurent Goby 
Dr Laurent Goby graduated from 
the National Veterinary School of  
Lyon (France) in 1993 and worked 
for seven years in several veterinary 
practices in France, mainly on 
large animals. He joined Boehringer 

Ingelheim France in 2001 as a Technical Services 
Veterinarian dealing with both cattle and companion 
animals products. In 2006, he moved to the 
Boehringer Ingelheim’s headquarters in Ingelheim, 
Germany, to become responsible for the international 
technical support of the dairy cattle portfolio, with a 
special focus on mastitis therapy and inflammation 
and pain. Since 2013, he has been managing global 
pharmaceutical and nutraceutical brands.

Farm Animal Well-being: The Gap Between What We Think 
and What We Do
It is clear that meat consumption globally is only going in 
one direction: up.

How does this trend tie in with growing consumer 
interest in animal welfare, reported increases in veganism 
and the occasional swelling of activism?

One broad-ranging piece of Australian research, 
unveiled by Professor Graham Coleman from the University 
of Melbourne, says the connection is quite weak, although 
that will probably change in time.

It also showed that while consumers demand improved 
welfare practices, it has little impact on what they currently 
buy. That is the situation now, so although people think 
welfare is a good thing, they are not voting with their wallets.

This research found no real link between knowledge and 
livestock practices and consumption or buying behaviour, 
which led to the question: why worry about animal welfare?

While the impact of heightened awareness around well-
being has not yet been fully realised at the cash register, 
the industry is acting anyway, investing strongly in welfare 
research and supporting best practice as it is common 
sense and the only way forward.

This 11th Expert Forum on Farm Animal Well-Being 
also gave the delegates the opportunity to get involved 

in a workshop and reflect on the drivers and barriers to 
improved animal well-being in the future. Amid a great 
deal of discussion, they identified drivers ranging from 
pride and conscience to market access and risk aversion, 
while their barriers list included access to data, a lagging 
educational framework and limited skills.

By the close of the forum, participants were commenting 
on its value and feeling optimistic about the continued 
uptake of improved well-being practices across the 
industry worldwide.


