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Introduction

Throughout the history of agriculture and in all facets of animal production, the welfare of farm animals has been impacted by a variety of economic, political, and social forces.  Organic animal production is impacted by the same forces, but responds to them from within its own philosophical frame of reference.  Concentration and centralization of the processing industry and increased societal awareness and concern about animal welfare issues have raised concerns about animal welfare during transportation and slaughter. In both organic and conventional agriculture, the accelerating rate of change affects all aspects of production and processing.  

Also, in the past 5 years, consumer demand for organic meats has increased at a rate of up to 150% per year in the United States (Dimitri and Greene, 2002) and is likely to follow the trend of other organic food to being sold increasingly in supermarkets.  Concurrently, legislation allowing the labeling of organic meat has been passed in both Europe and North America (Sundrum, 2001: Dimitri and Greene, 2002). These changes have implications for all parts of the production and processing of organic meat animals, with many of these implications creating challenges for both the processing and distribution systems.  Furthermore, the rapid growth of the organic movement and the growing food safety concerns of all consumers, results in governmental regulatory frameworks creating new challenges at a similar rate.  Many beef producers are investigating ways of increasing their present production or diversifying their existing conventional beef rearing practices as a means of meeting the increased demand for organic meat as well as taking advantage of new marketing opportunities.  Organic certifying bodies are responsible for developing and enforcing standards and labeling for organic foods.  These organizations are therefore challenged with ensuring the beef slaughter and meat handling processes meet their organic standards.  This combines with the fact that most consumers are at an increasing distance from the beef producers which places additional pressure on the organic label as a short-hand indicator of a set of values shared with the producers and processors of organic foods.

Animal welfare is part of the set of values mutually held by the producers and consumers of organic food.   What is actually meant by the phrase, “animal welfare” and how each group expects the values of animal welfare to be expressed and upheld is difficult to determine.  One example of an animal welfare issue arising from the changes in organic animal agriculture is the use of electric cattle prods on cattle raised according to organic principles by the stock handlers in commercial slaughter plants, even though the International Federation of Organic Movements (IFOAM) standards state that electric prods and other such devices not be used on organically raised animals.  However, due to the limited availability of certified organic slaughter plants most organic cattle are “harvested” outside the organic system, resulting in these standards not being applied or only partially applied.  This raises the following questions;

1). How do we define animal welfare at the time of slaughter from an organic perspective?

2). Do the principles of animal welfare expressed in the aims and standards guiding organic farming require that organic animal agriculture think differently about animal handling prior to slaughter?  

3). From an organic animal husbandry perspective are there sufficient animal welfare standards in the conventional slaughter process?

Objective


The objective of this paper is to question whether electric prod use is appropriate for handling organic beef at the slaughter plant immediately prior to slaughter, and to discover if there are alternatives available more appropriate to organic objectives.  To properly examine this question, there is a need for a definition of animal welfare for this situation; it will be derived from a consideration of accepted definitions of animal welfare in current conventional thought and in organic philosophy taking into account the slaughter context.  Next, an understanding of the electric prod and the ramifications of its use and the guidelines and handling settings in which it is used are necessary to any discussions about its use.  In addition to an animal welfare definition, and an understanding of the prod itself, an examination of the principles of organic livestock production relating to this question of organic animal welfare is necessary to determine if electric prod use is an acceptable organic practice, and if there are alternatives to its use within the present framework or outside of it.  It will be helpful in examining the issue of prod use on organic cattle to understand the economic, political, and social forces impacting organic beef production and the resulting challenges for the organic certifying bodies and producers.

Discussion

The electric prod

The electric prod is a lightweight, hand held, livestock goad.  It can be powered by “C” cell, or 9 Volt battery and delivers a 5,000-6,000 Volt shock between two contact points on the end of the prod.  The shock is low in amperage and is said to be similar to the jolt delivered by an electric fence (PRCA Equipment; Division Miller Manufacturing Company).  The recommended practice in conventional agriculture is that the prod not be carried at all times  but to instead, use a gentler “persuader” such as a light stick with a plastic bag on its end for most uses.  When the prod is carried it should only be used as a light stick to tap the animal on the flank, not electrified, unless required (Grandin, **; Richardson, 2001).  Recommendations also state that when using the prod on smaller animals like calves or pigs, use the lower setting.  Deliver only a brief shock, do not hold the prod to the animals hide and shock repeatedly, and use only on the hip, flank or shoulder, never where the skin is thin or moist such as near the anus or mouth or eyes (Grandin and Smith, *).  

The use of the prod has animal welfare implications.  Grandin (1997) has shown that the use of the electric prod is aversive to cattle; this is illustrated by their tendency to jump ahead, and sometimes bawl when they are prodded.  It also causes an increase in heart rate and decreases in immune, digestive, and reproductive function (Richardson, 2001).  Keeping animals calm throughout the slaughter process enables the slaughter to be quicker, quieter and less stressful for cattle and handlers alike (Richardson, 2001).   Animal handling in slaughter plants also has an impact on meat quality.  When cattle jump ahead in response to prodding they can push or jump onto other cattle or move too fast through gateways and jam themselves and other cattle against the gate-posts. Because of this, the electric prod subjects cattle to a double insult, the electric shock, and the subsequent self inflicted blows.  The bruising from rough handling and equipment with protruding bolts and latches also reduces meat quality, the bruises are concentrated in the high value loin area (Richardson, 2001) and on the shoulders and back.  Since this paper deals exclusively with the time and space between arrival at the slaughter plant, and the time the animal reaches the stunning box, the use of the electric prod during this time will probably not cause other deteriorations in meat quality unless animals have already been under stress from transport and are further stressed by rough handling.

A definition of animal welfare for handling at slaughter facilities

There are three generally accepted definitions of animal welfare that need to be considered in the context of organic animal welfare philosophy to construct a limited definition of animal welfare for the use of the prod at slaughter plants.

1)  The subjective experience approach uses the feelings that animals experience in their lives as a measure of welfare, (Duncan and Fraser, 1997).  If they “feel good”, if they experience pleasure or satiety for example, they have good welfare.  If they feel pain or fear they have poor welfare. 

 2)  The biological functioning approach (Duncan and Fraser, 1997) argues that if an animal is functioning well biologically it has good welfare. Good biological functioning is defined by an unimpaired ability to perform normal biological functions, for example, normal growth, milk production, and reproductive functions. 

3) The natural living approach measures animal welfare by the ability of the animal to live according to its nature.  In this approach, the ability of the animal to respond to its external and internal environments with the expression of its innate behaviours is the measure of its welfare (Duncan and Fraser, 1997). 

In examining each of these approaches we need to remember the slaughter plant context.  The term over which the welfare of slaughter cattle is being measured is very short, probably less than eight hours.  This is the end of the animal’s life cycle and the accumulation of experiences will cease at the end of the eight hours.  The animals are in relatively densely stocked pens and being moved in groups through lanes.

 For this very short term application, the subjective experience approach has the advantage of being an immediate assessment, it requires that for good welfare, at the very least the animals be treated in a manner which does not inflict pain or unnecessary stress. The other advantage of  the subjective approach being based in the “now”, is that in the case of slaughter, their future behaviour or productivity based on past experience does not apply.

For this short-term application, the biological functioning approach would only mean that the animal was able to walk up the chute because poor productivity in the form of dark, firm and dry meat arises when animals are subjected to high levels of stress over an extended period of time, usually beginning during transport prior to slaughter (Belk et al., 2002).  This definition is measured by the ability to live and produce well, in the slightly longer term than the time spent at the slaughter plant.  As it doesn’t have a viable application to the slaughter context we need not consider this perspective from an organic point of view.

The natural living approach does have contributions to make to a definition of animal welfare at slaughter.  Since the ability to behave naturally is an important part of this view, it applies to the ability of cattle to manage their own stress and fear by performing natural avoidance and herding behaviours in a species appropriate handling system, with species appropriate handling techniques, for example using the point of balance method to move cattle forward. 

 Because the animals in question are organically produced, these definitions of animal welfare have to be considered according to organic principles.  In one discussion of organic animal welfare, Lund and Röcklinsberg (2001) state that balancing the systems approach and respect for the individual animal, results in an animal welfare approach where, “farm animals must be treated respectfully in an environment to which they are evolutionarily adapted until they are painlessly slaughtered.”  Alrøe, Vaarst, and Kristensen, (2001), in another discussion of the same topic, say that “animal welfare can be interpreted as achieving the greatest possible accord between the innate nature of the animal and the conditions provided”.  IFOAM (2002) in its Recommendations and Standards sets some animal welfare standards, including the General Principle that organic husbandry is based in part on “respect for the physiological and behavioural needs of livestock” and the General Principle for Transport and Slaughter be that “Organic animals are subjected to minimum stress during transport and slaughter” and “handled gently and calmly during transport and slaughter”  (IFOAM, 2002) 

In deriving an animal welfare definition for slaughter, it seems most useful to apply a definition based on a combination of the subjective experience approach and the natural living approach suggested in Duncan and Fraser (1997).  This combination of approaches requires that the handling and infrastructure show respect for the needs and behaviours of the animals and subjects them to the minimum possible stress and pain.  The only caution from an organic point of view would be that the “feeling good” come from an appropriate environment not from the use of medicaments or other synthetic source.

In accordance with organic philosophy and thought and conventional animal welfare approaches, animal welfare measures pertinent to the animal and its handlers must be primarily concerned with minimizing pain and distress to individual animals, in large part by respecting their natural instincts and behaviours in the design and operation of the slaughter plant’s handling system.   

Principles of organic livestock production in relation to animal welfare

The overarching principles of organic production world-wide are set down as a set of Principles, Recommendations and Standards, in the book of IFOAM Norms.  They are revised and updated periodically by a group of IFOAM members and stakeholders and the revisions are approved by IFOAM, the latest revision and approval was completed in August of 2002.  The set of fifteen Aims of Organic Production and Processing are intended goals from which the recommendations and standards are developed and against which decisions about the conduct of any part of organic agriculture are measured (IFOAM, 1998).

All organic agriculture is based on a systems approach; the health of the whole system being both a measure of, and dependent upon, the health and balance of the parts of the system (Lund and Röcklinsberg, 2001). Each farm is considered a system in and of itself made up of interconnected component systems in and among, land, plants and animals (IFOAM, 2002)  Individual farms are part of a larger system of other farms, processors, and consumers and local, regional, and global ecosystems (Alrøe et al, 2001).    In a holistic system all participants in the systems are considered as part of the system.  As the interconnectedness of systems is integral to the practice of organic agriculture, there is an emphasis on keeping all the parts of the system as closely integrated as possible, both physically and philosophically, this is demonstrated by IFOAM’s norms and standards which applies one integrated set of standards throughout production and processing.   In a system where the understanding and support of natural systems and cycles in turn supports the health and well-being of the individuals within the system, the way to optimize the health of the individuals is to optimize the health of the system, but not necessarily the individual.  The practice of organic animal husbandry is an extension of the soil based practice of organic farming; consequently, livestock tends to be considered as much in terms of the part it plays in the system as in terms of the part the system plays in its life (Lund and Röcklinsberg, 2001). This systemic approach to agriculture leads to an ethical base that is less individualistic and more systemic (Alrøe et al, 2001; Lund, 2002), this in turn results in their not being an explicit ethic for the welfare of individual animals in the general principles. An explicit animal welfare ethic at this level would provide an instrument with which to build the solutions to animal welfare problems where they arise (Lund and Röcklinsberg, 2001).  These problems can arise anywhere in the production system, and in the present norms and standards the animal welfare standards are built in at the points in the system where they arise.  For example. in the General Principle of Transport and Slaughter it is required that animals be subjected to minimum stress during transport and slaughter and of course the prohibition of prod use in these standards (IFOAM, 2002).  This lack of an explicit welfare ethic in the general principles can make it difficult to define in general terms for consumers why organic agriculture is better for livestock than conventional agriculture, except in terms of what it does not do, e.g. raising poultry and hogs in confinement systems.  

 Another aspect of soil and ecology based agriculture, is that in its original vision, the system is connected to a particular piece of land, one of the explicit aims of organic production and processing is “To foster local and regional production and distribution” another is “To maintain and increase long-term fertility and biological activity of soils using locally adapted cultural, biological and mechanical methods as opposed to reliance on inputs” (IFOAM, 2002).   In realizing these aims, organic agriculture attaches its production to a particular geography.  Ideally, according to IFOAM Basic Animal Husbandry Standards, organic beef producers select and raise cattle adapted to the farm environment and to their productive purpose, feed them with regionally grown organic feeds, and haul them the minimum possible distance to slaughter.  In this way, cattle live their entire life cycle in one region, are not subjected to long hauls, and live always within the local organic system according to organic animal welfare standards and principles.  In this model, animals are raised by farmers who feel a responsibility to their animals and to organic methods which are based on respect for the physiological and behavioural needs of the animals, and consumers are closer to the source of their meat and have the opportunity to see to some extent, how animals are treated.   However, this model is increasingly challenged by expanding markets and the move toward centralized retail distribution in which organic foods are streamed into the corporate distribution system.  It is clear that as organic agriculture grows and changes along with the changes in society, science, and economics, it will have to continue to work with its organizations revisiting and re-examining its basic goals to determine if they still express organic objectives and philosophies and if those goals are properly reflected in the ways the standards are applied in practice.   An examination of the welfare of organic animals during transport and slaughter with respect to the principles of organic agriculture is part of this process to re-evaluate the appropriate handling of organically raised animals.

Organic principles that may address the prodding issue

Three of the fifteen Principal Aims of Organic Production and Processing are pertinent to the question of whether the use of electric cattle prods is appropriate on organic cattle at slaughter plants (IFOAM, 2002). These three Principal Aims are;


1). “To work compatibly with natural cycles and living systems through the soil, plants and animals in the entire production system.”

2). “To provide living conditions that allow animals to express the basic aspects of their innate behaviour.”

3). “To recognize the wider social and ecological impact of and within the organic production and processing system.”  (IFOAM, 2002)

If these basic goals provide the framework for principles and standards outlined in IFOAM then they will be supported by those principles and standards and following these principles and standards will result in organic agriculture moving toward its goals.  The following interpretation of the first two statements of aim provides a rationale to exclude the use of prods from acceptable slaughter practice.  Firstly, working compatibly with natural cycles and living systems of soil plant and animals in the entire production system implies that all parts of the animal’s life cycle are to be included in the organic philosophy.  The death of a beef animal is obviously required to harvest the meat and death is a part of each animal’s life cycle.  There is a twofold inclusion of the animal at the slaughter plant implied in the first statement of aim, the inclusion of the entire life cycle of the animal as well as the inclusion of all parts of the production and processing system in the philosophy of organic agricultural production.  This aim also states that the producer and processor should work compatibly with the natural systems.  This implies a connection with the second statement, referring to providing living conditions which allow animals to express basic aspects of their innate behaviour.  Taken together the two statements imply that handling systems should take into account the innate behaviours of the animals being handled.  Research shows that understanding and working with the natural behaviour of a domestic beef cow can lend itself to humane and gentle handling (Grandin, 2002) even in as “unnatural” a situation as the walk up the chute to the stun box.  While jumping forward in response to the application of the electric prod could be construed as a natural response to pain; cattle have no evolved behavioural response to the sensation of an electric shock hence electric shock does not work with cattle’s innate behaviours.  Organic agriculture in general tries to avoid “quick fix” solutions (IFOAM, 1998). The use of the electric prod could be considered in the way organic agriculture considers synthetic fertilizer or herbicides in plant production.   These are considered to be products that offer fast and easy solutions which cover up the need for long term solutions based on natural, sustainable processes.  Clearly, a handling system that, in its design, considers the needs and responses of animals and results in a low stress, humane, handling and harvest is appropriate from an organic perspective.   These two basic goals are reflected in, and supported by, the statement of general principle of animal management which states that “Organic livestock husbandry is based on the harmonious relationship between land, plants and livestock, respect for the physiological and behavioural needs of livestock….”  While this is not a statement of respect for the whole animal it does require respect for the animal by parts.  Namely, in the case of handling at slaughter, this respect would imply freedom from fear and stress and handling using techniques and facilities which respect natural animal behaviour.  The explicit prohibition of prodding in the standards does not follow directly from any one aim but does seem to fulfill the aims, and it does respect and support the General Principle of respect for behavioural and physiological needs. 

The holistic view of production systems emphasizes the relationships among all parts of a system including the workers in the production and processing system, in their roles as workers and also as part of society.  The aim of recognizing the broad social impact of organic production and processing logically then would include the workers in any system handling and killing organic cattle for meat.  These workers are part of the processing system for organic agriculture and also part of their communities and society in general.  While much less research has been done in the areas of the effects of human-animal interactions on humans than on the effects of human-animal interactions on animal welfare, there is anecdotal evidence of both positive and negative effects on humans of those interactions (Mendl, 2002).  Logically then the impact of cattle handler’s work on their well-being is likely to also have an impact on society at large. There is a general consensus in society that individuals in societies that treat animals humanely are more likely to treat each-other humanely as well, (Grandin, 1988; Rollin, 1993).   In her book, “The State of the Animals” (Grandin, 2001), Grandin states she observes that “people who are too close to killing all the time become callous”.  However, a change of attitude toward animals follows changes in animal handling practices, when the electric prod was replaced by gentler driving aids, specifically, the workers were less aggressive with the animals, and in some cases were observed to pat the cattle on the rumps as they passed through.  She says, “…changing workers actions helps to change the workers attitudes.”  Other researchers who also find a “reciprocal relationship between the attitudes and the behaviour of the stockperson…” go on to say that the relationship is also strong between the attitude of the handler and the welfare of the animals handled (in this case, pigs) (Hemsworth and Gonyou, 1997).  In the case of the slaughter plant setting, the nature of the relationship between handler and animals is not based on the formation of a relationship between a particular animal or group of animals as in the case in a farm setting but the development of an attitude toward the many animals with which the handler has contact in the course of his or her work day.  This environment may also have implications for the well-being of the handlers in that they may become desensitized to animal suffering by the constant pressure of keeping the animals moving through the system (Grandin, 1988).  There are connections made in research between cruelty to animals, i.e. prod use, and cruelty to humans (Grandin, 1988).  Thus the Aim of recognizing the wider social impact of organic production and processing by requiring a humane system of handling animals in part because of its impact on the handlers is also reflected and supported by the prohibition of prod use in handling systems. 

Standards for prod use at commercial slaughter plants 
In the developed world, there are a variety of slaughter plants in each country, they are governed by municipal, regional, and national government regulations depending upon size and what aspects of the plant operation are being regulated.  Although some smaller local plants still exist, there is a trend to increased centralization resulting in larger facilities.  There are also different levels of standards and monitoring of plants for humane handling (Ogden, 2002). 

 Although federal legislation has been weak, private industry has recognized a need to take voluntary action to improve animal welfare standards during slaughter.  In 2000 McDonalds Restaurants began requiring its slaughter industry suppliers of meat products to meet the animal welfare standards of the American Meat Institute (Fraser, 2002).  Included in these standards was a definition of excessive electric prod use, stating that the electric prod be used on no more than 25% of the animals handled at the slaughter plant.  In 2001 Burger King Restaurants announced its own Animal Handling Guidelines, which included the same standards for electric prod use.  These standards are enforced by independent plant audits and disqualification of plants occurs when they fail the audit.  The Canadian Food Inspection Agency Meat Hygiene Manual of Procedures Chapter 4 section 4 is titled “Humane handling and slaughtering of food animals” (CFIA).   Section 4, subsection 4.4.4 “Pre-slaughter accommodation and handling of animals at slaughterhouses”, states that “the use of electric prods, canvas slappers and other approved devices employed in the movement of food animals shall be kept to a minimum to avoid excitement and injury to animals.  Electrical prods shall be regulated to have the lowest effective voltage and shall not be applied to the anal or genital regions and, unless essential, to the facial area of the animal…..”   This is the basic standard to which all federally inspected slaughterhouses in Canada are held with respect to electric prod use.   The Canadian Agri-Food Research Council guidelines, “Codes of Practice for the Care and Handling of Farm Animals” are very similar with respect to handling and electric prod use, and it is applied to all farm animals (CARC).   It should be noted that this code is designed as a guide to recommended practices and not enforceable.  The organic standard for cattle states that, “the use of electric prods and other such instruments is prohibited.” (IFOAM, 2002).

Handling at slaughter plants

Upon arrival at the slaughter plant, cattle are typically unloaded from the trucks and moved into holding pens.  Plants prefer to hold only as many cattle as the facility can kill in that day since longer holding times inevitably result in prolonged stress for the animals and decreased meat quality.  The actual kill process requires that the live animals be moved through a handling system to a stun box where they are confined and stunned using a captive bolt.  There is a wide variation among plants which can be attributed to differences in the physical structures such as the handling facilities as well as the personnel differences in management and employees.  Organic cattle production relies almost entirely on extensive grass-based system which is in contrast to the intensive grain based feedlot production of conventional beef production.  In consequence, there are rarely large numbers of animals ready for slaughter at any one time.  Organic regulations require that organic beef be kept separate from conventionally produced beef during processing (IFOAM, 2002).  For these reasons, organic cattle are less likely to be processed in a large slaughter plant which adheres to the standards implemented by MacDonald’s and Burger King.  They are far more likely to be processed in a smaller facility which processes fewer animals at one time and may be able to incorporate specific animal welfare standards into their handling procedures.  This does not necessarily mean that the handling and slaughter is any more or any less humane at smaller facilities.  Only that these smaller plants do not have full-time veterinary inspectors or audits by chain restaurants and since the meat processed at these facilities tends to be sold directly to the consumers and not through the large retailers there is not the public scrutiny of these facilities. Thus, poor practices may go undetected.  However, plants slaughtering fewer animals in a day do not have the time pressures that handlers in larger plants have to keep the line moving.  In a report written for the SPCA in British Columbia about the handling and stunning practices in municipally licensed abattoirs, the plant operators who responded to a survey by the SPCA reported “little or no use of electric prods to move animals” (Ogden, 2002).  This survey was not mandatory and not all plants contacted responded, also, if there were prodding in their facilities, respondents may prefer to minimize it in a telephone survey with the SPCA resulting in under-reporting of prod use.  However, the survey results may also indicate a more relaxed approach to animal handling than the larger commercial slaughter plant model. 

Handling alternatives to prod use

There are good indications that it may be possible to eliminate prod use altogether.  Temple Grandin has described the components of humane and efficient handling systems in “Behavioural Principles of Livestock Handling” (Grandin, 2002).  These handling facility designs are based on personal observations as well as research involving animal behaviour.  Groups of cattle unfamiliar to each-other are not mixed because of the stress and bruising resulting from the natural tendency to try to establish an order of dominance by fighting (Grandin, 2002). 

 Facilities designed to work with (cattle’s) natural behaviour have reduced overall noise levels and have minimized sudden startling sounds.  These facilities must provide firm footing and reduce visual barriers, especially for cattle moving from one area to another, from truck to ground or outside to inside (Grandin, 2002).  Richardson (2001), and Grandin, (2002) also recommend that the stocking density of the pens be kept such that cattle have room to turn since this will facilitate more humane and efficient movement of cattle in turn minimizing the need for the electric prod.  The chutes and alleys are solid sided and curved so that cattle can’t see what is happening up ahead or beside them. The solid sides reduce the tendency to balk or startle and works with the natural tendency of cattle to circle back around to where came from when they are being driven.  The visual barriers are also reduced or eliminated by removing strong contrasts of light and dark and colour contrasts, especially ones that move, or that the animals must move toward (Grandin, 2002).  Handlers can learn to work with the natural behaviour of cattle, keeping their movements slow and deliberate and sudden noises to a minimum.   

Understanding natural responses of cattle to a human presence enables handlers to use those natural responses to in effect, allow animals control of their own environment.  If cattle can respond to human encroachment on their space by moving away, they can maintain a reasonable comfort level and reduce their own stress by a sense of being able to avoid the possible threat.  In this way cattle can remain calm while being handled (Grandin, 2002).  The quality of the facility and the attitudes of the management and of the staff will determine the humanity of the handling.  The use of cattle prods by the handlers will be affected by all three factors.  In an article in “Beef” magazine Grandin (1997) describes a feedlot in Kansas City that decided to stop using electric prods, where they report that it took the crew about a week to figure out how to move the animals quickly through the system using the “point of balance technique”.  In the same article she reports that eliminating the prod in another trial had the further benefit that the animals were quieter in the squeeze when they arrived for implants which, in turn may help reduce the stress of treatment. 

Another possibility to eliminate prod use which may be more appropriate from an organic animal welfare and meat quality standpoint is to bypass the stationary slaughter plant model altogether and to bring the slaughter to the animals in the form of a mobile slaughter facility.  This approach is suggested in the Section 5.8 Transport and Slaughter, of the IFOAM Standards (IFOAM, 2002).  The transport issue is thus removed, and the handling can be done with the farmer’s own handling facilities which would be familiar and probably less stressful for the cattle. The use of an electric cattle prod would still be expressly forbidden by the standards.

Animal welfare challenges for certification systems 
All certified organic cattle must be slaughtered at a certified organic facility in order to be sold as Certified Organic Beef (IFOAM, 2002).  The certification process should include inspection of all parts of the operation (IFOAM, 2002).  Ethically, this should include non-productive organic dairy cattle going to slaughter as well as organic beef cattle even if they are not being sold as Certified Organic.  It is important that organic agriculture is a philosophy encompassing all parts of the systems and the life cycles included in it.  Death is part of the life cycle of every living thing and, in the case of beef farming, required in order to harvest the meat.  Logically then, according to organic philosophy animal welfare at slaughter is as important as it is at any other time in the life of the animal.  

A complicating factor for organic regulation is that the handling during transit is difficult to monitor and regulate by the certifying body.  Organic certifying bodies agree on a set of standards and inspections with the beef producer, including all aspects of the operation for example, backgrounding of young cattle, or a separate finisher area for those going to slaughter.  In the former situation, the young cattle are with the cattleman for a longer period of time and there are economic as well as ethical reasons for good handling practices. With these operations the managers can form working relationships with certifying bodies.   As well, the managers of an organic farm will presumably have an understanding of, and basic agreement with, the organic animal welfare philosophies 

It is more difficult to achieve this kind of working relationship with the trucking industry, not only are the handlers likely not people trained in organic principles of animal handling, but in North America, they do not require any prior training (Atkinson, 2000).  This is in contrast to Europe, where live animal haulers are required to have training and/or complete a competency assessment, depending on the country in which they work (Atkinson, 2000).  In addition to the lack of training in some countries, the hauler’s motivation is simply to get the animals moved as quickly as possible,  from a standards point of view it is difficult to have a measurable standard, with measurable results of hauling, enforceable separate from other handling that takes place before slaughter (Atkinson, 2000).  Cattle haulers are by definition mobile, their contact with any given group of cattle is brief and with organic cattle, likely infrequent.  The use of an electric prod is perceived to expedite loading and unloading.  Again, this suggests that unless farmers can haul their own cattle to slaughter, or find a hauler willing to meet their standards, it would be better to bring slaughter to the animals.  In some places in Europe there are also systems whereby the farmer, transport company and slaughter facility share costs of handling related losses, this has a positive animal welfare effect of giving all parties a stake in humane, low stress handling (Atkinson, 2000). 

The slaughter plant and packing facility are inspected and certified to handle organic meat from an input and labeling perspective, and in theory, slaughter plant managers have jurisdiction over the animal welfare standard achieved at the slaughter plant. Unfortunately, holding a commercial slaughter plant to organic handling standards when it only slaughters organic cattle some of the time is difficult for some of the same reasons as for the trucking industry.  Again they may have only occasional and brief contact with organic cattle and it is difficult to measure the meat quality consequences of electric prod use separate from other, sometimes unavoidable transport and handling stressors, so, providing incentives and consequences for handling according to organic standards is also difficult.  

Because the organic philosophy is based on integrated systems and the systems approach grows organic beef by insuring the health of the whole system, raising cattle extensively without the use of hormones and antibiotics and producing lean, grass-fed beef, organic quality has already been assured by organic production methods. Therefore, the animal after it has reached readiness to “harvest” and before “harvest”  is no longer part of the farm production system and after slaughter the certification bodies can readily oversee product purity and quality.  The organic philosophy and standards still apply here but the certification bodies, organic animal agriculture, and the commercial slaughter industry don’t mesh smoothly enough to ensure animal welfare at the slaughter plant.  This transitional problem is particular to cattle and other food animal production because they have not completed their life cycle until slaughter and the slaughter under discussion here takes place in slaughter plants. There is no “organic purity” issue here from an input perspective since the meat production has already taken place and the protocols for ensuring organic meat is properly handled and labeled are enacted after slaughter. 

The disjunction of organic agriculture and conventional processing combined with basic principles of organic agriculture emphasizing organic agriculture’s systemic aims rather than its animal welfare goals, leave an area for regulation where agreeing upon and enforcing organic standards can be difficult for some certifying bodies.  Because the commercial slaughter and organic beef production and certification systems are not fully integrated, the completion of the life of the organic beef animal is not important to the health of the farm system or important to the organic purity of the product and so is not economically important either the farmer or processor and relies on the responsibility of the certification system to carry out organic agricultures animal welfare ethic, explored in earlier sections of this paper.

The impact of consumer perceptions of animal welfare on food choice
The opinions of consumers of organic foods about the animal welfare practices of conventional and organic farmers are not, in themselves, a suitable guide to what animal welfare practices organic beef producers and processors should adopt (Thamsborg et al, 2001).  This being said, the consumers of organic foods do have a voice in the developing philosophy behind the practices as consumers are part of any ecology and because they are ultimately one of the determinants of the industry’s sustainability.  For these reasons it is useful to understand who consumers of organic beef are and what values determine their choices in meat consumption.  The relationship between the production side of organic agriculture and the consumer side is complicated. In the 1960’s and 70’s, organic agriculture, was a relatively new movement, growing along with the environmental movement within the back to the land movement and within the new post-modern way of looking at communities and at nature.  The more “natural” the food the better it was supposed to be for your health and the ideal of locally produced food was harmonious with the values of community and self-sufficiency.  IFOAM and other Organic Agriculture organizations and lately, Ministries of Agriculture within countries, have worked with producers, processors, and consumers to develop organic policy, and regulations. Organic agriculture and organic products have become part of the spectrum of agricultural producers and products in many countries.  The rapid growth of organic markets has implications for the production and marketing of organic beef and for the image of organic beef in the marketplace.  

Clearly, the distance, both in perspective and miles, between organic producers and the consumers of organic foods is increasing.  Of particular interest here is, if and how, those consumers think about animal welfare, and what choices they make based on those thoughts.  In general, the buyer of organic foods is looking for a collection of values around the absence of hormones, antibiotic residues or genetically modified foods, improved nutrition and flavour, reduced environmental impact of production, and other food safety issues  (Conner, 2003;  Miele, 2001;  Kinsey, 2000).  These characteristics when applied to the choice to purchase organic beef translate into concerns about hormone and antibiotic residues, taste and flavour preferences, and desire for lean meat, animal welfare, and environmental concerns (Meehan, 2001; Wier and Andersen, 2001; Institute of Agriculture and Natural Resources, 2001).  Good animal welfare while not presently the most important factor in organic meat purchases, is usually a concern to organic meat consumers in US and European studies (Wier and Andersen, 2001; Institute of Agriculture and Natural Resources, 2001).  Therefore, animal welfare is part of the shared set of values of producers and consumers implied by the organic label.  

The examination of the importance of animal welfare to organic consumers is complicated by the perception that “animal welfare is an indicator of other, usually more important product characteristics such as food safety and quality” (Harper, 2001), so that shifts in buying behaviours are difficult to attribute to human health versus animal welfare concerns. In an Irish study of the general population designed to determine the impact of animal welfare on food choice they found that “animal welfare and ethical reasons were the lowest cited reasons for changing consumption”   (Meehan, 2001).  When consumption changes were made that related to animal welfare issues like BSE and grass-fed beef, the reasons consumers gave for changing their buying and eating habits were human health related, not animal welfare related. 

 However, in several European countries, good animal welfare is a marketing argument for organic animal products (Lund and Röcklinsberg, 2001).  In Scandinavia where consumers are more sensitive to animal welfare issues than their counterparts in North America and some other parts of Europe, the association of the organic label with good animal welfare is so strong that organic meat is the “third alternative”, the non-vegetarian option for those who do not eat meat for animal welfare reasons (Lund, 2003 pers. comm.).  In this case organic animal welfare standards are able to overcome the ethical dilemma arising from raising animals for meat.

Whenever the question is asked of a group of consumers (Harper, 2001) “Is animal welfare important to you?”  The answer is “yes”, humane treatment of animals is a value held in common in our society (Rollin, 1993; Harper, 2001).   Many people are not comfortable with the idea of animals being raised and killed for meat.  Harper (2001) points out that we use the word “humane” in relation to treatment of livestock, because they are perceived to suffer captivity and death so that we may eat them.  Certainly “humane” is the word most often used in discussing positive animal welfare at slaughter.  Consumer’s understanding of animal welfare issues is affected by a lack of basic knowledge regarding animal behaviour and husbandry, resulting in a reliance on brief and sensational news coverage as their primary source of information about animal welfare in food animal production.  

If animal welfare is a social good that we hold in common and there is some level of unease and ignorance around the production of animals for slaughter, and slaughter itself, then we can understand why animal welfare issues can be volatile and sensitive to media coverage.  Fraser (2002) points out that there have been large and rapid changes in animal welfare since 1999.  For example, four years from the time a court in England concluded that MacDonald’s was culpably responsible for animal cruelty where the producers had close links with the MacDonald’s chain, both MacDonald’s and Burger King had instituted animal welfare standards for their suppliers of animal products. While the customers of MacDonald’s and Burger King do not necessarily represent organic customers this does illustrate the volatility of the market.   

This climate of rapid change and media sensitive consumer demands creates a situation where, if a consumer is made aware of an animal welfare issue concerning organic beef, the fact that it arose at slaughter plant, not on the farm is probably not going to make it less of an issue to that consumer. The concern may merely encompass all animals processed by slaughter plants.   Further, it is generally accepted that more organic food consumers than members of the average population are vegetarians or eat a small amount of meat. When the big fast food chains instituted animal welfare audits in part, to protect their markets, they were likely protecting their markets from a shift by consumers to their competitors. In the market for organic meat an animal welfare issue may result in a loss of trust in the organic label for meat and a shift to vegetable protein.  For the organic livestock sector this suggests that the welfare of organically certified beef cattle at slaughter plants will be an economic issue as well as an ethical issue for all organic meat animals.

On a more positive note, if the organic livestock sector, including the certifying bodies, were to re-examine the slaughter situation from an organic philosophical viewpoint and then look within the organic philosophy for a system based solution to this organic animal welfare dilemma; they may find a solution which would preserve the integrity of the organic approach and give organic beef an animal welfare marketing advantage over conventionally raised beef.  This approach to problem solving has a tradition in organic agriculture and is described by Christensen (1998) as “second order change” (in Lund, 2002).

Conclusion

The use of the electric prod has animal welfare implications as it causes pain, stress and potentially bruising as animals jump ahead in reaction to the shock.  Prior to slaughter the subjective experience approach combined with the natural living approach provides the best assessment of animal welfare, this approach requires respect of the animal’s physiological and behavioural needs and that the animal be subjected to minimal stress and pain.  The systemic philosophy of organic agriculture leads to an ethical base that is less individualistic and more systemic.  The basic aims of organic production imply that livestock handling standards include all parts of the production system and life cycles of the animals and respect the nature of the animals being handled.  Basic aims also require that production systems recognize the social impact of organic production and processing.  In the slaughter plant context good animal welfare is important because individuals in societies that treat animals humanely tend to treat each other humanely as well.  In North America the conventional slaughter plant standard for prod use is that no more than 25% of the animals handled be prodded, IFOAM prohibits electric prod use on organic livestock.  Within conventional slaughter plants there are alternatives to electric prod use through designing handling facilities based on an understanding of animal behaviour and use of handling techniques that respect livestock needs.  Another possibility is to replace the large conventional slaughter plants with mobile slaughter facilities which fit with the extensive nature of organic livestock production and relatively small numbers involved.  This alternative also links processing more closely to production.  A problem inherent in the use of commercial slaughter is that it is difficult for the certification bodies to enforce handling standards because the plant staff is not likely trained in organic welfare standards and rarely handle organic cattle.  Further, once organic cattle leave the farm they are outside the organic agriculture production system and in some respects haven’t entered the processing system.  Organic standards and philosophy still apply but certification bodies, organic animal agriculture and the commercial slaughter industry do not mesh smoothly enough to ensure animal welfare at the slaughter plant.  Animal welfare is consistently and increasingly a concern of organic meat consumers and the electric prod is an inhumane and unnecessary handling tool.  Therefore, organic animal agriculture has an ethical responsibility to itself and consumers of organic meat, to meet this responsibility, organic farmers in conjunction with their certification bodies need to find ways to work with conventional slaughter plants to include organic handling standards or develop their own slaughter facilities, either mobile or stationary, incorporating organic animal welfare standards.  
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