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Food raises ethical questions
Animals are a focal point to address its 

environmental impact



Raising animals for food

1. Breeding, growing, fattening, finishing 

2. Handling, transporting 

3. Stunning, killing, butchering, processing 

4. Distributing, selling, consuming



The costs of eating meat

• Harms to animals: confinement (battery cages, crates, stalls, pens), forced 
insemination, social deprivations, mutilations (tail/ear/beak/teeth/genitals), 
cannibalism, stress, stereotypies, mistreatment/cruelty, transportation, 
slaughtering/stunning mishaps…  

• Environmental degradation (air, water, soil pollution; deforestation; GHGs) 

• Public health (antibiotic resistance; diabetes, cardio-vascular diseases) 

• Low cost-efficiency (grain to meat calorie ratio); market failures 

• Labor conditions (rights, safety); fair trade 

• Global poverty (inequality, food insecurity)





Union of Concerned Scientists, 2008 - D. Gurian-Sherman

(Environmental Quality Incentives Program)



• 60+ billion land animals killed for food yearly 
worldwide, 9+ billion in the US (both numbers 
exclude seafood), 95% of which = poultry 

• 1900s: 6+ million farms in the US / 2000s: ~2 
millions, 3 times as big 

• 99% of farmed animals raised in feedlots/CAFOs



Foxes in the Hen House
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(See	figure	9.1,	facing	page)

Certainly,	making	this	many	animals	disappear	from	the	law	is	an	enormous	task.	It	has

been	accomplished,	in	significant	part,	through	the	efforts	of	the	industry	that	owns	these

animals	to	obtain	complete	control,	in	one	way	or	another,	over	the	law	that	governs	it.

While	this	is	not	an	unusual	effort	on	the	part	of	industry	generally,	the	farmed-animal

industry’s	efforts	have	been	exceptionally	successful.	The	industry	has	devised	a	legally

unique	way	to	accomplish	its	purpose:	It	has	persuaded	legislatures	to	amend	criminal

statutes	that	purport	to	protect	farmed	animals	from	cruelty	so	that	it	cannot	be

prosecuted	for	any	farming	practice	that	the	industry	itself	determines	is	acceptable,	with

no	limit	whatsoever	on	the	pain	caused	by	such	practices.	As	a	result,	in	most	of	the

United	States,	prosecutors,	judges,	and	juries	no	longer	have	the	power	to	determine

whether	or	not	farmed	animals	are	treated	in	an	acceptable	manner.	The	industry	alone

defines	the	criminality	of	its	own	conduct.	(p.207)

Figure	9.1 .	Percentage	of	animals	killed	in	the	United	States	in	2001.

The	purpose	of	this	chapter	is	to	educate	the	reader	as	to	the	realities	of	farmed-animal

law.	It	will	demonstrate	how	farmed	animals	receive	no	effective	legal	protection	in	the

United	States	and	detail	how	the	law	has	been	altered	to	transfer	the	power	to	determine

whether	or	not	a	farming	practice	is	illegally	cruel	from	the	court	to	the	farmed-animal

industry.	In	addition,	this	chapter	will	briefly	discuss	customary	farming	practices	and

describe	how	many	of	such	practices	are	not	only	outside	the	reach	of	courts	in	the

United	States,	but	cruel,	as	determined	by	an	English	court	and	European	legislatures.

While	the	discussion	of	legal	rights	of	animals	is	of	undoubted	importance,	any	discussion

must	take	place	with	a	clear	understanding	of	a	legal	reality	whereby	nearly	every	animal

in	the	United	States	has	no	real	legal	protection	whatsoever,	even	though	there	is	an

assumption	that	such	protection	actually	exists.	There	is	a	desperate	need	to	focus	on

that	simple	fact,	to	look	at	where	our	feet	are	actually	planted.	The	overwhelming	majority

of	animals	in	the	United	States	not	only	need	viable	legal	rights,	they	need	the	most	basic

legal	protection.

Federal	Law
In	the	case	of	farmed	animals,	federal	law	is	essentially	irrelevant.	The	Animal	Welfare	Act,

which	is	the	primary	piece	of	federal	legislation	relating	to	animal	protection	and	which

• 98% of all animals with whom humans interact in the 
US are farm animals

Sullivan & Wolfson (2004)



• At the federal level in the US: 

• The Animal Welfare Act (AWA) exempts farmed animals 
from federal legal protection 

• Transport: The 28-Hour Law requires that animals 
transported across state lines for slaughter, by means 
other than water or air, be unloaded every 28 hours for rest, 
food and water. Excludes poultry and includes loopholes. 

• Slaughter: The Humane Methods of Livestock 
Slaughter Act (HMLSA) requires that livestock be quickly 
rendered insensible to pain before being slaughtered. 
Excludes poultry, exempts certain forms of religious 
slaughter such as Kosher and Halal.



• The Humane Slaughter Act and 28-Hour Law exempt poultry, so 95% 
of all farmed animals receive absolutely no federal legal protection from 
inhumane slaughter 

• The majority of U.S. states expressly exempt farm animals, or 
certain farming practices, from their anti-cruelty provisions Exemptions 
usually include “common”or “customary” agricultural practices. 

• Some states include farm animals in at least some of their anti-cruelty 
laws, but such laws are poorly enforced. 

• However, an increasing number of states (e.g., California, 
Massachusetts, Florida) are banning some practices such as extreme 
confinement (battery cages, gestation crates), tail-docking, etc. 

• European Union: bans on gestation crates, veal crates, conventional 
battery cages, drugs and hormones; humane slaughter and 
transportation regulations…



Mishka Henner 
Coronado Feeders, Dalhart, Texas (2013) 

Archival pigment print,150x180cm



Tascosa Feedyard, Texas (2013) Archival pigment print, 150x216cm



Livestock and climate change



• Production, transportation, processing, disposal and waste of 
food are important greenhouse gases (GHG) emissions sources 

• What about livestock? According to a UN FAO 2013 report:  

• livestock = 14.5% of global GHG emissions (CO2, CH4, N20) 

• does not include the fishing industry 

• more than emissions from all transportation combined 

• main sources include: manure, fertilizers (for feed), 
deforestation (for crops or pastures), digestion, waste 

• other sources (management, processing, transportation) also 
burn fossil fuels



• ~ 335 million tons manure / year (40 times as much as humans) 

• On average 8 pounds of grain to produce 1 pound of meat 

• On average 1,800 gallons of water to produce 1 pound of beef 
(Water Footprint Network) 

• Pork = 576 gallons of water 

• Cheese = 600 gallons 

• Chicken = 468 gallons of water 

• Soybeans = 206 gallons of water 

• Wheat = 138 gallons of water 

• Corn = 108 gallons of water





Can grass-fed, pasture-raised 
beef actually mitigate climate 

change and restore ecosystems?





Humane meat?











• In The Modern Savage, James McWilliams 
investigates humane, family-run, free-range, 
pasture-raised, grass-fed, organic farming, and 
reveals widespread: 

• mutilations, castration without anesthesia, 
confinement 

• slaughter, conventional or “artisanal”: gruesome, 
excruciating and environmentally costly 

• illegal use of antibiotics; pesticides and drugs 
overuse; more diseases 

• pasture damage 

• dependence on feed; water-intensive



• Raising them in order to kill them for their food 

• Were it not for farming… 

• They would not exist 

• They would live more precarious lives 

• Therefore, they owe their existence to their being killed, and 
have a better life for it 

• Does the value of their lives add value to the world? 

• Is it better for them to have short happy lives than no life at all?

Replaceability



-Leslie Stephen (1896)

‘Of all the arguments for vegetarianism none is so 
weak as the argument from humanity. The pig has 
a stronger interest than anyone in the demand for 
bacon. If all the world were Jewish, there would be 

no pigs at all.’



• Is domestication good or bad for the animals? 

• Is liberation a viable alternative? what are alternatives to either liberation or exploitation? 

• What is unique and significant about the farmer-animal relation? 

• Is there a way to solve the “Omnivore’s Contradiction” (McWilliams), i.e. to continue eating 
animal products AND truly care about animals at the same time?



Seafood



Commercial fishing
• Environmental issues 

• Overfishing 

• Ecosystem degradation 

• Welfare issues 

• Bycatch 

• Inhumane handling/killing 

• Social issues 

• Food insecurity 

• Human rights (forced labor)



• Aquaculture 

• Pollution (waste, 
chemicals, carbon 
emissions) 

• Escaped fish (genetic 
contamination, diseases, 
parasites) 

• Sustainability (fish meal 
and fish oil, low efficiency) 

• Environmental destruction 
(e.g. mangroves)



Meat vs. fish

• How do fishing and fish farming 
compare to land animal farming? 

• Do they raise similar welfare 
issues? 

• Are they subject to similar 
regulations?





Basic Commercial Fishing Methods (Montgomerie, 2005) 







fishfishme.com

http://fishfishme.com


Ocean Conservancy



Which is more 
sustainable?
• ‘Sustainable’ aquaculture 

(polyculture, aquaponics) 

• ‘Sustainable’ wild fisheries 
(natural habitat, no 
confinement)



Ocean-based Aquaculture 
(Environmental Watch, 2013) 

River-based Aquaculture 
(Qingdao Qihang, 2014) 

Pond-based Aquaculture 
(Smith Pond Nursery, 2006) 

Tank-based Aquaculture 
(Local Ocean Fish Farm, 2010) 

Source: http://kanat.jsc.vsc.edu/student/grzyb/main.htm

http://kanat.jsc.vsc.edu/student/grzyb/main.htm


Aquaponics Illustration



Jacquet, Sebo, & Elder 
Are bivalves better?

“Current industrial animal farming practices are 
designed to maximize economic benefits, with 
significant costs for the environment, food 
security, and animal welfare (among other negative 
impacts). Industrial aquaculture poses many of the 
same risks as terrestrial animal agriculture, yet 
because this industry is still in its early days, humans 
have an opportunity to chart a different, more 
responsible course. It is imperative that we take 
advantage of this opportunity by questioning, right 
now, whether or not we should be farming aquatic 
animal species at all and, if so, which ones.”



• What are the ecological, social, and 
welfare costs of industrial fishing? 

• ——— of industrial aquaculture? 

• What are their ecological, social and 
welfare benefits compared to other 
aquacultures? 

• ——— compared to fishing?



Eat local! but why? 
• Hedonic/aesthetic considerations 

• Taste 

• Terroir 

• Ethical considerations

• Eco-friendly/sustainable (but is it?) 

• Supporting the local economy 

• Supporting family farms 

• Undermining agribusiness



• Elitism 
• Community-based selfishness 
• Geographical diversity 
• Incoherent: Scaling up or down? 
• Compatible with corporate greenwashing 
• Environmentally costly 
• Unfair to non-local farmers



Food miles vs. LCAs
• Food miles matter… but are a bad proxy 

• transportation only accounts for total 11% of the carbon-emissions of food 

• seasonality matters 

• Life-cycle assessments: water usage, harvesting techniques, pesticide 
application, fertilizer outlays, carbon absorbed through photosynthesis, 
disposal of product, packaging, crop drying techniques, storage 
procedures, nitrogen cycles, climatic conditions also matter (McWilliams) 

• The average “1500 miles from farm to table” is inaccurate and misleading 

• Shopping at the local grocery store requires only one trip; buying local 
requires 3 shopping trips (farmers markets, producers, grocery store), 
often done by car, not counting the trips of vendors themselves



Meat without animals?

Fifty years hence, we shall escape the 
absurdity of growing a whole chicken in 
order to eat the breast or wing by growing 
these parts separately under a suitable 
medium. 

—Winston Churchill, 1931 



Meat without animals?



Plant-based



Clean meat 
and animal products 

(aka synthetic, cellular, in 
vitro, lab-grown)







Comparison of primary energy input, greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, land use, 
and water use of cultured meat production with conventionally produced 
European beef, sheep, pork and poultry per 1000 kg edible meat as a percent of 
the impacts of the product with the highest impact in each impact category. 

Tuomisto & de Mattos (2011) 
predicted that, based on current 
published figures and research, 

complete replacement of 
conventional meat with cultured 

meat would result in an 
incredible 78-98% reduction in 

greenhouse gas emissions, 
99% reduction in land use and 

82-96% reduction in water 
use,and 45% reduction in 

energy use.

The authors do acknowledge 
that “as the technology for 

producing cultured meat in 
large-scale production plants is 
currently not well defined, there 
are many uncertainties about 

the data of the environmental 
impacts of cultured meat 

production presented in this 
paper.” Tuomisto and others are 
working towards more accurate 

speculative life cycle 
assessments.Hanna L. Tuomisto and M. Joost Teixeira de Mattos 

Environmental Impacts of Cultured Meat Production. 
Environ. Sci. Technol., 2011, 45 (14)



Comparison of environmental impacts of cultured meat with 
European livestock meat.

Hanna L. Tuomisto, Marianne J. Ellis, Palle Haastrup 
Environmental impacts of cultured meat: alternative production scenarios 
Proceedings of the 9th International Conference on Life Cycle Assessment in the Agri-Food Sector, 2014



Carolyn S. Mattick, Amy E. Landis, Braden R. Allenby, and Nicholas J. Genovese 
Anticipatory Life Cycle Analysis of In Vitro Biomass Cultivation for Cultured Meat Production in the United States
Environ. Sci. Technol., 2015, 49 (19)




