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The European Union recognises farmed 
animals as sentient beings. This means it 
recognises they are individuals with intrinsic 
value, needs and rights. It also means the 
least we can do is offer them a decent life.  

However, most farmed animals across the EU 
live in detrimental and depressing conditions, 
where painful and frightening experiences are 
common and they have no opportunities to 
socialise with others on their terms, let alone 
explore a stimulating environment or learn 
from and interact with the world around them. 
What’s more - when they come to the end of 
their lives - these animals are often killed in 
ways that are simply inhumane, causing them 
to die in unnecessary anguish. 

The EU’s farmed animals deserve better than 
this. As individuals with their own desires, 
personalities and feelings, they deserve 
respect, and to stop being treated as just part 
of an industrial process. 

This report summarises some of the main 
welfare issues that broiler chickens, fish, pigs, 
dairy cows, and rabbits experience in intensive 
farms. These are not the only welfare concerns 
afflicting these animals, but they highlight 
the main ways in which the current European 
legislation is failing them. These sentient 
beings deserve to be protected by legislation 
that has their interests in mind.

[ Executive summary ] 

Farmed animals want and need to live in environments where they can 
be healthy and express their instinctive and natural behaviours, as well 
as have access to nutritious food and clean water. They do not want to 
be in pain or feel scared. 

In addition, as our footage shows, the current 
legislation is inadequately enforced, and there 
are numerous examples of breaches that 
directly impact the welfare of farmed animals. 
Whether it’s through the cruel handling of a 
broiler chicken before slaughter or by chaining 
the back legs of dairy cows, the EU’s farmed 
animals are being callously treated by those 
who are meant to care for them. 

The EU’s legislation is inadequate and out of 
date. Too many animals are falling between the 
gaps, without any species-specific legislation 
to protect them. In addition, animal welfare 
science has continued to show how many 
of the current housing systems for farmed 
animals cannot meet their needs, and that 
practices and approaches must change. 
Farmed animals are being bred to endure lives 
full of pain, from being kept in cages to being 
pushed beyond their physical limits, after which 
they are slaughtered in ways that cause even  
more suffering.

The current animal welfare legislation needs 
drastic changes. It must be strong, precise, 
and enforced to stop the needless suffering 
of billions of farmed animals across the EU.  
This is what European citizens want, and what 
the animals deserve. 
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Broiler chickens are young, playful animals with 
unique personalities

Broiler chickens are still only young when they reach 
slaughter weight at around five to six weeks. They are 
still juveniles, and like other young animals, they like to 
play and socialise with others and are curious about 
their surroundings (Marino, 2017).

Chickens are capable of a range of emotional 
experiences, such as pain, fear, pleasure, empathy, 
and emotional anticipation (Edgar et al., 2013, 2011; 
Zimmerman et al., 2011). Chickens also support one 
another, and mother hens provide a calming influence 
on their chicks, helping them cope with stressful 
situations (Edgar et al., 2015).

Chickens each have unique personalities, and studies 
have shown that the different personality traits seen in 
chickens can influence how well they cope with stress 
and their social ranking (Marino, 2017).

Furthermore, chickens are clever animals. For 
example, chicks when newly-hatched can discriminate 
between large and small quantities, and can even place 
quantities in a series (known as ordinality) (Rugani et 
al., 2010, 2008; Vallortigara et al., 2010). Ordinality has 
so far only been seen in a handful of species, including 
chimpanzees and African grey parrots (Boysen and 
Berntson, 1990; Pepperberg, 2006).  

Broiler chickens are kept in crowded conditions 
where the air and litter become toxic and the  
heat unbearable

In intensive systems, a flock of broiler chicks are placed 
in a barn, where they stay until they reach slaughter 
weight and are transported for slaughter. The chicks 
never have access to the outside and are often kept 
under artificial lighting, with no access to natural light. 
As they grow, each chicken takes up more space, which 
means they soon find it hard to move around and 
reach food and water. Living in crowded conditions 
also means these young chickens cannot rest as they 
need, while they incur injuries from jostling for space 
and resources. 

As their litter is not changed for the entire period,  
it rapidly degrades in quality, so not only does it 
become wet, dirty and unsuitable for foraging and 
dustbathing in, but the high levels of ammonia soon 
make the air toxic. 

Broiler  
chickens are 
bred to suffer

[ Broiler Chickens ]
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High atmospheric ammonia can irritate the mucous 
membranes of the chickens’ eyes and respiratory 
systems, increase their susceptibility to respiratory 
diseases, and reduce their food intake (Kristensen and 
Wathes, 2000). In addition, as the levels of moistness 
increase, so does microbial activity, which also 
increases ambient temperatures and ammonia levels 
(Bessei, 2006b).

The rising temperatures are also exacerbated by 
the fact that the fast-growing breeds of broilers 
create more body heat than their slower-growing 
counterparts (Bessei, 2006b; Lara and Rostagno, 
2013). This can lead the chickens to suffer thermal 
stress from overheating, particularly as they cannot 
effectively dissipate the heat, resulting in physiological 
and mental suffering, and often death (Lara and 
Rostagno, 2013). 

Broiler chickens are bred to grow faster and bigger 
than ever before 

The last 60 years have seen an intensive focus on the 
genetic selection of fast growth in broilers, and the 
modern broiler can reach slaughter weight in just 34-
35 days (five weeks) (Tallentire et al., 2018). However, 
the cost of production of the modern broiler has 
remained at a similar level to that of the 1950s, as the 
chickens grow around five times faster and have much 
less space (Renema et al., 2007). The selection for fast 
growth has led to a range of welfare issues in broiler 
chickens, as seen in this undercover footage from 
Essere Animali as well as in comparable footage and 
imagery shared by many other animal NGOs in Europe 
over the past years.

Fast-growing broilers struggle to walk 

The selection for fast growth has led to several 
significant welfare issues for the broiler chicken. 
For example, fast weight gain commonly leads to 
leg disorders, and poor locomotion is a considerable 
concern. Some studies have found the prevalence of 
birds that cannot walk properly to be as high as 90% 
in some flocks (Hartcher and Lum, 2019; Sanotra et al., 
2001). This is because the development of chickens’ 
skeletal systems and leg muscles cannot keep up 
with their weight gain, leading to fragile bones and 
poor muscle strength (Karaarslan and Nazlıgül, 2018). 
Lameness is very painful and is one of the reasons why 
fast-growing broilers tend to spend considerable time 
sitting and lying down (Danbury et al., 2010).

Fast-growing broilers are also more lethargic than 
slower-growth ones because they have to conserve 
their energy for growing (Bokkers and Koene, 2003). 
Despite this, they are still motivated to move about, 
to dust-bathe and forage, but they do not have the 
physical strength to fulfil these instincts (Rutten et al., 
2002). What is more, their increased inactivity means 
that these chickens spend more time sitting in wet and 
dirty litter, which causes painful lesions on their skin, 
such as contact dermatitis (Bessei, 2006a; Kjaer et al., 
2006). The prevalence of lesions in a flock can range 
between 10% and 58% across farms (Bassler et al., 
2013; de Jong et al., 2017; Freeman et al., 2020; Jong 
et al., 2012; Tahamtani et al., 2018). 

Fast-growing broilers often suffer fatal  
heart conditions 

Heart disease is another major concern for broiler 
welfare. Fast-growing chickens can develop fatal 
heart conditions leading to ascites, where fluid 
collects in the abdomen, increasing the workload of 
the cardiopulmonary system and leading to cardiac 
failure (Baghbanzadeh and Decuypere, 2008). This 
is because fast-growing breeds have an increased 
demand for oxygen, which places more pressure on 
the heart and lungs (Baghbanzadeh and Decuypere, 
2008). Ascites is the cause of death of 5% of broilers 
and 20% of parent stock, making it a serious welfare 
issue. Another frequent cause of death in seemingly 
healthy broiler flocks is ‘sudden death syndrome’ 
(Siddiqui et al., 2009).

[ Broiler Chickens ]
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Large flock sizes mean chickens often  
suffer undetected

Due to the many welfare issues that broilers face, and 
the inadequate and barren conditions they are kept in, 
mortality rates can be very high among them (Hartcher 
and Lum, 2019; Torrey et al., 2021). Furthermore, 
because intensive systems house so many chickens in 
one space, farm staff can never truly inspect the full 
flock to identify ill or suffering individuals (Marchewka 
et al., 2013). This means that sick and dying 
chickens may go undetected, and suffer a slow and  
painful death. 

Moreover, the high number of broilers crowded in a 
single shed can also lead to diseases spreading much 
more quickly, affecting more individuals (Hall, 2001; 
Tsiouris et al., 2015). To mitigate this, antibiotics are 
frequently used in broiler systems, which contributes 
to the significant issue of antimicrobial resistance that 
affects both animal and human health (Davies and 
Wales, 2019; Nunan, 2022).

Broilers are stunned by ineffective and  
inhumane methods

Most broilers in the EU are still stunned for slaughter 
using electrical waterbaths before having their  
throats cut (Contreras-Jodar et al., 2022).  
The stunning process, which is meant to improve the 
chicken’s welfare during slaughter, is often ineffective 
and causes considerable suffering (Lambooij and 
Hindle, 2018). 

First, the chickens are inverted and shackled onto 
a conveyor line with wet metal shackles for several 
minutes (EFSA, 2019, 2012). Unfortunately, due to 
the heavy weight of the modern broiler, this process 
is not only upsetting for them (as being inverted is 
highly stressful) but it is also likely to result in injuries 
and fractures, as their bones are weakened from poor 
breeding and housing (Berg and Raj, 2015; Tilston and 
Gentle, 2000). Moreover, it also causes significant 
pain to chickens who are already injured (EFSA, 2019). 
Injured chickens may be mistakenly transported to 
slaughter, while others may incur injuries during 
catching, loading, transportation and at the point 
of unloading and shackling due to poor handling 
methods and frequently occurring cruelty, as seen 
in this footage by Essere Animali as well as in similar 
investigations shared by other NGOs.

The conveyor belt then moves the broilers along 
to an electrified waterbath where their heads are 
submerged. An electric current passes through their 
brain, disrupting normal function and rendering them 
unconscious or dead (Devos et al., 2018; Girasole et al., 
2015). As the chickens approach the electrified water, 
they may be subject to painful electric shocks if they 
flap their wings, and some may lift their heads clear of 
the water and avoid stunning (Devos et al., 2018; EFSA, 
2012). If undetected, those broilers may then enter the 
neck-cutting area fully conscious and sometimes not 
being able to move due to being immobilised by the 
shock (EFSA, 2012). 

In addition, some chickens may not receive a strong 
enough electrical current to render them unconscious, 
as their resilience varies according to leg thickness 
and body size (Devos et al., 2018; Lambooij and Hindle,  
2018). Moreover, staff cannot always identify individuals 
who are regaining consciousness, as their brains recover 
in stages, and a chicken may be conscious before it can 
move (EFSA, 2012). Furthermore, although someone 
is supposed to monitor the broilers at all points, there 
is a considerable risk in high throughput systems that 
some will be missed and therefore exposed to an 
inhumane and painful death (EFSA, 2012). 

Broiler chickens deserve a better life and a  
humane death

Broiler chickens are bred to suffer. The selection 
pressures for exceptional fast growth have resulted 
in chickens with countless welfare issues. Poor 
management and intensive rearing further exacerbate 
the problem. Then, at the point of slaughter, these 
sentient beings continue to be mistreated and 
experience a stressful, painful and often prolonged 
death. These youthful animals deserve better.

[ Broiler Chickens ]
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The needs of 
farmed fish have 
been neglected  
for too long

Fish are emotionally complex, sentient beings

Fish were disregarded historically as being incapable 
of pain and suffering. However, decades of scientific 
research show clearly that this is not the case, and that 
fish can feel pain and also experience fear, frustration, 
and other mental states (Lambert et al., 2022).  
Fish are sentient beings, and therefore, the experience 
of fish in intensive farmed systems matters (Brown 
and Dorey, 2019). Unfortunately, billions of farmed fish 
in the EU suffer from significant welfare issues due to 
inadequate legal protection. 

[ Fish ]

Overcrowded conditions where diseases can spread

Farmed fish are typically kept in overcrowded and 
highly restricted conditions, constituting a significant 
welfare risk (Brown and Dorey, 2019). For example, 
overcrowding contributes to poor water quality, 
facilitates the transmission of diseases, results in a 
higher prevalence of injuries, and is inherently stressful 
for the fish, which further impairs their immune system 
and can lead to aggression (Ashley, 2007; Ellis et al., 
2012, 2002; Segner et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, the limited space for farmed fish is far 
removed from their natural habitats, typically resulting 
in poor welfare, stereotypic behaviour, and chronic 
stress (Ashley, 2007). For instance, migratory fish, 
such as sea bass and salmon, are prevented from 
performing instinctive, natural migratory behaviours 
where they normally swim hundreds of kilometres 
(Lopez et al., 2015; Thorstad et al., 2008). Instead, 
they swim in endless circles within the limited space 
of their netted pens. 

The farm environment is also devoid of stimulation, 
particularly when compared to the dynamic,  
ever-changing sea and river environments in which 
fish have evolved to live (Rosengren et al., 2016). 
Farmed fish are kept in barren pens, tanks, and 
cages, which exacerbate the negative mental states 
of fear, frustration, and stress they experience  
(Arechavala-Lopez et al., 2022). 
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Routine handling causes stress, fear and injuries in 
farmed fish

Being handled is considered to be one of the most 
stressful experiences for farmed fish (Ashley, 2007; 
Conte, 2004). This is especially as handling can result 
in scale loss, skin, fin and eye injuries, muscle bruising, 
increased risk of disease and mortality, reduced 
appetite, impaired development, and an increased 
chance of deformities (Ashley, 2007; EU Platform on 
Animal Welfare, 2020). 

Farmed fish may be routinely handled for various 
reasons. For example, broodfish (fish kept for breeding 
purposes) regularly have their eggs or seminal fluid 
extracted by hand. This process, known as stripping, 
involves the fish being handled, inspected, and 
squeezed to remove their eggs or fluids. This video 
(three minutes and 38 seconds) shows undercover 
footage of the process. The stripping process causes 
significant distress to the fish, and there is a high risk of 
injury and mortality (Ashley, 2007; Conte, 2004). Even 
further, the stress the mother fish experiences can be 
passed on to her young, resulting in poor immunity 
and a higher risk of disease later in life (Auperin and 
Geslin, 2008; McCormick, 1999). 

Fish are also handled for grading (sorting differently 
sized fish), vaccinating, harvesting and slaughter. 
Grading may happen regularly and is typically 
followed by regrouping, which hierarchical species, 
such as salmonids, find particularly stressful (Ashley, 
2007). Fish can take 10 to 14 days to recover from 
the physiological stress of persistent handling  
(Conte, 2004). 

Fish are stressed and injured when they are 
transported for slaughter

Before being slaughtered, farmed fish experience a 
sequence of stressful stages and events (Poli et al., 
2005). Firstly, farmed fish are typically starved before 
harvesting, which can last for days or even weeks 
(FAWC, 2009; Lines et al., 2012). Reduced feeding and 
starvation can increase aggression, competition and 
stress among farmed fish (Attia et al., 2012). 

Then, depending on the system, fish may be lifted out 
by a net, pumped along in the water, or caught by hand 
before being transported (Sampaio and Freire, 2016). 
Netting causes considerable stress to the fish, and as 
this investigation by Essere Animali shows, the fish are 
removed from the water in a large group, and many are 
crushed by the weight of the other fish (Wall, 2001).  

[ Fish ]
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Even when they are held in the water, severe 
overcrowding can mean that water quality deteriorates 
rapidly to the point that fish end up suffocating 
(Martins et al., 2012). 

The fish may then be transported by road or sea to the 
slaughter point. The transport phase can introduce a 
range of welfare issues, from overcrowding, handling, 
poor water quality, water movement, noises, and 
vibrations (Ashley, 2007; Lines and Spence, 2012; 
Saraiva et al., 2021). These stressors can cause severe 
physiological stress in the fish being transported, 
and poor management can mean that the fish suffer 
unnecessarily (Conte, 2004; Lines and Spence, 2012).

Farmed fish are not slaughtered humanely and are 
left to suffer in pain

Slaughter processes for fish were not originally 
developed with the wellbeing of the fish in mind 
(Conte, 2004; van de Vis et al., 2020). Consequently, 
slaughter methods, and particularly the application and 
processes used, vary considerably internationally and 
between species (Brown and Dorey, 2019; Browning 
and Veit, 2020). Only a few of Europe’s aquaculture 
sectors have adopted regular use of high-welfare 
effective stunning and slaughter methods. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wImDWAA_ALc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wImDWAA_ALc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wImDWAA_ALc
https://www.essereanimali.org/en/violence-fish-farms-greece/
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Stunning often fails to achieve high welfare for fish

Some slaughter methods may involve a stunning 
stage before the killing, which is intended to minimise 
suffering. However, malpractice and inefficient 
methods are common, and many fish suffer as a result 
(Browning and Veit, 2020; Lines et al., 2012). 

For example, electrical stunning, either out of water or 
in water, may be used to render the fish unconscious 
(Gräns et al., 2015). Unfortunately, mis-stuns are 
common due to the differences in sizes and weights 
of farmed fish (EFSA, 2004; Gräns et al., 2015). This 
means the fish may be paralysed but still conscious 
and sensible to pain and stress (Gräns et al., 2015). 
Furthermore, if the fish are removed from the water, 
they also incur considerable stress from air exposure 
(Ashley, 2007). 

The welfare concerns associated with exposure to air 
also apply to methods that use percussive stunning. 
These methods are typically used for large fish, 
such as Atlantic salmon, and involve a blunt force 
to render them unconscious (Robb et al., 2000).  
Percussion methods vary and include the use of 
automated non-penetrating bolts or repeated manual 
blows to the head with a club (Lines and Spence, 
2014). The effectiveness of percussion depends on 
the operator’s skills, and poor application can cause 
significant pain and suffering (EFSA, 2009a; Lambooij 
et al., 2007; Robb et al., 2000). 

Killing methods result in considerable suffering

Fish then have to be killed, which can only be done 
humanely if the fish are adequately stunned, and if 
the killing procedure is performed quickly enough 
following stunning, as fish often regain consciousness 
before they are killed (Lambooij et al., 2010).  
This means that fish may enter the killing phase 
conscious and able to feel pain, particularly if operators 
are not fully trained to detect consciousness in  
the fish (European Commission, 2017; Lines and 
Spence, 2012).

Many fish are also killed without stunning, and these 
methods result in numerous important welfare 
concerns. For example, fish may be put on ice or into an 
ice slurry bath, as seen in this investigation by Essere 
Animali (from four minutes and fifteen seconds in). 
Here, fish typically die slowly from asphyxiation or, if 
immersed in the slurry, from anoxia, as the water lacks 
sufficient dissolved oxygen (Poli et al., 2005; Brown and 
Dorey, 2019; Poli et al., 2005; van de Vis et al., 2003).  

The entire process can be extensive, resulting in 
a long and painful death for the fish involved, e.g. 
20 - 40 minutes for sea bream and even up to 
200 minutes for trout (Poli et al., 2005). Some 
systems do not even use ice, leaving the fish to 
asphyxiate slowly for many minutes or hours.  
Scientists consider death by asphyxiation to be 
the most painful and stressful slaughter method 
used for fish (Poli et al., 2005). Yet many fish are 
killed this way, intentionally and unintentionally, 
as seen in this investigation by Essere Animali 
(from two minutes in), where fish are left on the 
floor to die, and others are still gasping for air an 
hour after they are removed from an ice bath.  
Other inhumane methods include the use of salt for eels 
and lamprey (van de Vis et al., 2003), and beheading, 
which is often done inaccurately and requires the 
fish to be removed from the water (Borderías and 
Sánchez-Alonso, 2011). It is also ineffective in some 
species (Verheijen and Flight, 1997). Further, spiking 
is a method whereby fish are individually caught so 
that a spike can be pushed into their brain (Poli et al., 
2005). Spiking relies upon the manual operation of a 
spike and is only humane if it is performed efficiently 
and effectively, and if the fish can remain in the water 
until rendered unconscious (Poli et al., 2005). 

Fish are neglected by EU legislation

To date, fish have been neglected and misjudged. 
These sentient beings deserve better protection, 
which means improving their experiences in farming 
and ensuring that there are humane alternatives 
for slaughter. Billions of fish are suffering in the EU 
because aquaculture systems are based on a poor 
understanding of the animals and accept high and 
highly wasteful mortality rates, with little regard for 
the welfare of the fish involved. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zZXu1LtYbkA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zZXu1LtYbkA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wImDWAA_ALc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wImDWAA_ALc
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millions of Sows 
are suffering in 
intensive farms 
across the EU

Pigs are smart, emotional animals that  
deserve better

Pigs are cognitively complex animals who love to play, 
can experience a wide range of emotional states, and 
have individual personalities (Marino and Colvin, 2015). 
Despite their inquisitive, sensitive, and intelligent 
natures, these sentient beings are often treated as 
commodities and kept in cages that prevent them 
from even turning around.

Sows are severely confined for the majority of  
their lives

Despite the EU’s partial sow stall ban in 2013, sows still 
spend most of their lives confined to a sow stall. They 
are even forced to give birth in small crates that do 
not allow them to fulfil important natural instinctive 
behaviours, such as building nests for their young 
(Rosvold et al., 2018).

Most of the EU’s sows are also still confined to a sow stall 
following being inseminated, because producers feel it 
is necessary to protect the sow during early pregnancy 
(Karlen et al., 2007). However, this is needless, as there 
are plenty of well-evidenced practical alternatives to 
confining pregnant sows which are good for both the 
sow and the farmer (Baxter and Edwards, 2021). 

Up to one week, before a sow is due to farrow (give 
birth), she may be moved into a farrowing crate 
(similar to the sow stall, but with a ‘creep’ area on the 
side for the piglets). Like the sow stall, the farrowing 
crate severely restricts the mother’s movements, and 
she cannot turn around or even move more than a 
couple of steps forward or backward (EFSA, 2007). 
The purpose of the farrowing crate is to reduce piglet 
mortalities from crushing. However, scientific research 
has shown that confining sows is not the answer to 
piglet mortalities, and that the focus should be on 
breeding more robust, viable piglets and healthier 
sows (EFSA, 2007; Weber et al., 2007; Wechsler and 
Weber, 2007; Yun et al., 2014). 

[ Sows and their piglets ]
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Confining sows severely restricts their natural 
behaviours and negatively impacts their  
mental state

The use of stalls and crates severely restricts the 
behaviour of sows, results in frustration and distress, 
and prevents these social animals from interacting with 
their piglets and other pigs (Marino and Colvin, 2015). 
These stalls also prevent the sows from performing 
natural rooting and foraging behaviours, which they 
would naturally spend most of their time doing, as 
well as important thermoregulatory behaviour such 
as wallowing (Bracke and Spoolder, 2011; Stolba and 
Wood-Gush, 1989). Pigs also prefer to use different 
areas for defecating, urinating, lying down, and 
feeding (Signoret et al., 1975; Stolba and Wood-Gush, 
1989), whereas in stalls, sows must defecate where  
they stand. 

Sows are particularly motivated to select a suitable 
nest site and begin nest building as they approach 
farrowing, and this complex process takes considerable 
time and energy (Rosvold et al., 2018; Wischner et al., 
2009; Yun et al., 2013). For instance, sows will naturally 
travel 2.5 - 6.5 km to find the perfect site and up to 
50m for nest materials (Johnson and Marchant-Forde, 
2009; Stolba and Wood-Gush, 1989). Furthermore, in 
a farrowing crate, any nesting materials provided are 
soon dispersed, which can further frustrate the sows, 
as they cannot retrieve more (Johnson and Marchant-
Forde, 2009). 

Farrowing crates prevent sows from performing these 
highly instinctive and important behaviours, and as a 
result, sows become stressed and frustrated (Damm 
et al., 2003; Johnson and Marchant-Forde, 2009). For 
example, crated sows perform more abnormal and 
stereotypic behaviour, such as bar biting, repetitive 
snout pressing, and straw chewing, compared to 
loose-housed sows (Wischner et al., 2009). Crated 
sows are also more fearful of humans, compared with 
group-housed sows, and are likely to be chronically 
stressed by the continual proximity of humans (Karlen 
et al., 2007). 

Pregnant sows are chronically hungry and bored

Dry sows (those who are not lactating) are typically 
only given half the amount of food they normally eat, 
in order to avoid obesity, as modern pig breeds are 
bred to grow fast (Chapinal et al., 2010). Therefore, 
these pregnant sows are chronically hungry and 
respond by performing stereotypical behaviours such 
as sham chewing and bar biting (Chapinal et al., 2010). 
In fact, some sows will spend up to 65% of their time 
sham chewing, which is where they continuously chew 
without having any food in their mouth (Bergeron et 
al., 2000). However, this behaviour is typically ignored 
because it does not result in physical injuries, even 
though it is highly prevalent and evidence of chronic 
distress in the sows (Yi et al., 2020). 

There are also cases, as seen in this investigation by 
Essere Animali (from one minute and 29 seconds) 
where sows are fed entirely inappropriate diets, 
including the discarded testicles and tails from piglets. 

Farrowing crates negatively impact maternal 
behaviour

Confined sows are understandably more restless 
when farrowing, as they are not free to move or 
adopt their preferred postures to ease the process 
(EFSA, 2007; Singh et al., 2017). As a result, rather 
than reduce the risk of crushing, the opposite effect 
is found, as restlessness in farrowing is associated 
with an increased tendency to crush piglets (Andersen 
et al., 2014, 2005; Wechsler and Hegglin, 1997). 
In addition, sows in farrowing crates are also less 
responsive to their young’s vocalisations, compared 
with sows in lactation pens, who are more responsive 
and interactive with their piglets (Singh et al., 2017). 

[ Sows and their piglets ]
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[ Sows and their piglets ]

Physical impacts of confinement

Because confined sows are prevented from exercising 
and moving freely, this results in significant physical 
health issues, including reduced muscle mass, bone 
strength, poor cardiovascular health, and increased 
prevalence of urinary tract infections (Marchant and 
Broom, 1996). What is more, the bars surrounding 
the sows and the barren floor they must rest on can 
also result in injuries and bruising (Anil et al., 2002). 
Sows in crates suffer from poor leg health and a 
high prevalence of lameness as well, due to their 
confinement and the barren, slatted flooring on which 
they live (EFSA, 2007; Karlen et al., 2007). These issues 
are further exacerbated by the fact that modern sows 
are far larger than they were, and as most crates and 
stalls were built decades ago, the sows and their litter 
sizes have ‘outgrown them’ (Peltoniemi et al., 2021; 
Ward et al., 2020). 

Moreover, confined sows can develop painful mouth 
sores due to the stereotypic bar biting they perform in 
frustration (Malmsten et al., 2020). As piglets tend to 
bite more when reared in farrowing crates, confined 
sows also suffer more bites to their teats than those in 
free-farrowing systems (Loftus et al., 2020). 

Piglets suffer poor health and high mortality rates 
due to the intensive selection of large litter sizes

In intensive systems, sows now produce larger litter 
sizes than ever before, and litters of over 16 piglets 
are not uncommon (Ward et al., 2020). Large litter 
sizes can cause higher cortisol (stress) levels in the 
sow during farrowing and are associated with reduced 
and varied piglet birth weights (Ward et al., 2020). 
In addition, the smaller piglets born later in the litter 
often have greater difficulty competing for colostrum 
and are at higher risk of crushing (Ward et al., 2020). 

Large litters are associated with a greater prevalence 
of physical and metabolic abnormalities, too, such as 
immature intestinal development and abnormal head 
shapes (Manriquez et al., 2022). This is due to embryo 
crowding in the sow’s uterus and usually results in pre-
weaning mortality (Manriquez et al., 2022; Ward et 
al., 2020). The effects of intensive farming on piglets 
can clearly be seen in this investigative footage from 
Essere Animali, as well as in similar undercover content 
from other animal NGOs in Europe, where piglets are 
visibly suffering and dying without any intervention. 

Pigs are killed using inhumane methods that are 
ineffective and cause intense suffering 

Many of the pigs across the EU are stunned and killed 
using CO2. This process involves exposing conscious 
pigs to high concentrations of CO2, which lowers 
blood pH, which in turn acidifies the cerebrospinal fluid 
in which the brain is immersed and gradually results in 
unconsciousness (EFSA, 2020a). For this, the pigs are 
lowered down into a gas-filled chamber via a gondola 
or crate (Atkinson et al., 2015). If they are exposed for 
long enough, the process results in death (Atkinson et 
al., 2015; Terlouw et al., 2016). 

Pigs find high concentrations of CO2 highly 
distressing

Numerous significant welfare concerns are associated 
with this process, which can cause extensive suffering 
to the pigs. For example, how the pigs are lowered into 
the chamber is critical, and overloading the system 
can cause stress, injuries, and potentially crushing as 
the pigs fall over one another (EFSA, 2020a). 

Exposure to high concentrations of CO2 causes the 
pigs acute pain from the first moment of exposure 
through to loss of consciousness (AVMA, 2020; Raj, 
2006). In particular, exposure causes severe irritation 
to the pigs’ eyes, nasal mucosa, throat and lungs (Raj 
and Gregory, 1996; Steiner et al., 2019). It also creates 
a feeling of breathlessness or air-hunger (AVMA, 
2020), while high concentrations of CO2 also directly 
stimulate the brain’s fear response (AVMA, 2020; 
Beausoleil and Mellor, 2015; Raj, 2006). 

Furthermore, as the concentration of CO2 increases 
as the pigs descend, the pigs do not reach the peak 
concentrations until they are at the bottom, so their 
symptoms worsen gradually, exacerbating their 
suffering (Verhoeven et al., 2016). The pigs respond 
to the experience with increased escape attempts, 
retreat behaviours, sneezing, gasping, aggression, 
vocalisations, head movements, eye rotations, and 
violent bucking (Atkinson et al., 2015; O’Malley et al., 
2018; Rodríguez et al., 2008; Terlouw et al., 2016; 
Verhoeven et al., 2016).

https://www.essereanimali.org/en/2022/03/pigs-injured-immersed-sewage-farm-supplier-of-pdo-ham/
https://www.essereanimali.org/en/2022/03/pigs-injured-immersed-sewage-farm-supplier-of-pdo-ham/
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CO2 stunning is often ineffective

Not only is this process highly distressing to the 
pigs, but it can also be ineffective, as sometimes pigs 
are not exposed to enough CO2 to be fully stunned 
(EFSA, 2004). This means that they may enter the 
next processing stage fully conscious and sensitive 
to pain, or regain consciousness midway through, 
and experience intense pain and distress from being 
shackled, hoisted up by one leg, stuck with a knife and 
bled out (EFSA, 2020a; Verhoeven et al., 2016).

Pigs deserve better than being farmed and killed in 
ways that cause intense suffering

Pigs are being treated poorly across the EU, whether it 
is in direct violation of the legislation that is meant to 
protect them, as seen in these investigations by Essere 
Animali where pigs are cruelly beaten, or as a result of 
the European Commission failing to acknowledge the 
growing scientific evidence highlighting the need for 
legislative change. These sentient, intelligent beings 
deserve better protection. 

https://www.essereanimali.org/en/violence-on-pigs-raised-for-italian-ham/
https://www.essereanimali.org/en/violence-on-pigs-raised-for-italian-ham/


Dairy cows are 
pushed beyond 
their limits

Zero-grazing systems and the pressure of 
producing high milk yields

Cows have evolved to live on pasture, so their welfare 
suffers when they are kept indoors and fed unnatural 
diets. Zero-grazing systems, where dairy cows are 
kept indoors permanently, are now widespread across 
the EU (Nalon and Stevenson, 2019). In 2020, over 
70% of dairy cows were kept in zero-grazing systems 
in Denmark.

Depriving dairy cows of access to pasture has a 
number of negative welfare impacts, such as poor 
udder and foot health, while denying the cows their 
natural behavioural instincts can result in frustration 
and stress (Arnott et al., 2017; Barkema et al., 2015; 
Charlton et al., 2013; Charlton and Rutter, 2017; Von 
Keyserlingk et al., 2017). 

Dairy cows have also been under increasing selection 
pressures to produce high milk yields (Barkema et al., 
2015). For example, according to Statistics Denmark, 
between 2002 to 2021, the number of dairy cows 
in Denmark dropped by 7%, whereas annual milk 
production increased by 25%. As a result, dairy cows 
produce so much milk that even if they could access 
pasture, they could not consume enough calories to 
survive (Breves et al., 2015). Instead, farmers give dairy 
cows an unnatural diet, rich in concentrates, to give 
them the energy they need. Concentrates are not only 
environmentally unsustainable, as their ingredients are 
grown on land where human food could be produced 
(Muscat et al., 2020), but they also make cows more 
vulnerable to painful nutritional-related diseases, such 
as sub-acute ruminal acidosis (SARA) (Forster, 2009). 
This is an example of selective breeding that has gone 
too far.

Cows are highly motivated to access pasture

Dairy cows are highly motivated to access pasture 
and will make considerable efforts to gain entry to it. 
For example, they have been known to push weighted 
gates, while evidence shows they are even more 
determined to reach pasture at night (Von Keyserlingk 
et al., 2017). It is also clear to see how much pleasure 
dairy cows get from accessing pasture after a long 
winter of being indoors, as they run around and 
buck with joy when released. This is known as the  
‘cow dance’.

[ Dairy Cows ]
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https://www.dst.dk/da/Statistik/nyheder-analyser-publ/bagtal/2021/2021-07-20-naesten-halvdelen-af-danmarks-kvaegbestand-kommer-paa-graes
https://www.dst.dk/da/Statistik/nyheder-analyser-publ/nyt/NytHtml?cid=36125
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sip_Z0wEAaE


Dairy cows kept indoors suffer high rates of 
lameness

Lameness is a serious welfare issue for cows, causing 
considerable pain, as well as a reduction in body 
condition, milk yield, dry matter intake, and fertility, 
and a higher chance of being culled (Armbrecht et al., 
2018; Nuffel et al., 2015; Somers and O’Grady, 2015). 
Lameness can differ in severity from stiffness to 
total recumbency. It is often a symptom of infectious 
diseases, such as foot rot, or non-infectious diseases, 
such as sole ulcers (Nuffel et al., 2015). 

The prevalence of lameness varies considerably 
across the EU, even as much as 0 - 69% between herds 
(Pellerin et al., 2015). It is estimated that 20 - 25% of 
the EU’s dairy herd are lame (EFSA, 2009b; Hans and 
Houe, 2022). High milk yields and poor housing are two 
risk factors for lameness, and it is estimated that with 
every 1kg increase in daily milk production, the odds 
of lameness increase by 3% for cows housed indoors 
(Pellerin et al., 2015). 

Indoor housing increases the risk of leg disorders in 
cows due to the time they spend walking and standing 
on concrete and in manure (Schütz and Cox, 2014). 
For example, this undercover investigation by Essere 
Animali shows dairy cows standing in their own faeces 
on an Italian dairy farm.

High-yielding dairy cows have a higher prevalence 
of mastitis

Mastitis is an exceptionally painful condition where 
the mammary glands become inflamed, usually 
because of a bacterial infection (Swinkels et al., 2015). 
Cows suffering from mastitis exhibit various signs of 
sickness and pain, which can last for ten days following 
diagnosis and antibiotic treatment (Fogsgaard et al., 
2014). For instance, cows with mastitis will feed less, 
be more restless, get up and down more often, spend 
less time resting and lift and kick their legs more 
often during milking, compared with healthy cows 
(Fogsgaard et al., 2014). 

Most conventional farms manage mastitis through an 
over-reliance on antimicrobials, further exacerbating 
the global issue of antimicrobial resistance  
(Nunan, 2022). 

Dairy cows are chronically hungry and emaciated

Dairy cows are bred to produce increasing amounts 
of milk, which significantly impacts their bodies. 
Producing milk requires considerable energy, and dairy 
cows cannot consume enough energy to produce the 
10,000kg of milk they are bred for. This means they 
are chronically hungry and often emaciated (EFSA, 
2009c). 

Furthermore, to stop dairy cows from lactating before 
they calf again, cows are ‘dried off’ by being put on a 
low-energy diet to reduce their milk yield. As a result, 
these cows show physical and behavioural signs of 
distress and chronic hunger, including vocalisations 
and increased cortisol levels (Franchi et al., 2020; 
Tucker et al., 2009). 

Cows may be tethered and unable to move

Many systems in the EU rely on tethering their cows 
for part of the year or even year-round, despite the 
considerable negative welfare impacts of tethering 
(Nalon and Stevenson, 2019). Tethered cows cannot 
exercise, groom, or interact freely, and even lying down 
is more challenging (Popescu et al., 2014, 2013). As a 
result, tie-stall systems negatively impact the cows’ 
mental wellbeing (Bewley et al., 2017), especially as 
tethered cows cannot escape dominant individuals 
and experience chronic stress (EFSA, 2009c).

Dairy cows have their calves taken from them  
too early

Naturally, cows will hide their calves away from the 
herd, returning to them periodically to let them suckle 
(Flower and Weary, 2003). When the calves are around 
two weeks old, they spend their time in small groups 
during the day. Calves depend on their mothers until 
they are weaned at around 6 - 8 months.

On commercial dairy farms, calves are separated 
from their mothers within hours or days from birth, 
so the milk produced by the dam can be sold for 
human consumption. Separating a calf from his or her 
mother is a stressful experience for both the calf and 
the dam, and there is no consensus on the best age 
for separation (Flower and Weary, 2003; Weary and  
Chua, 2000). 

[ Dairy Cows ]
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https://www.essereanimali.org/en/second-investigation-italian-dairy-farm/
https://www.essereanimali.org/en/second-investigation-italian-dairy-farm/
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However, there is a growing body of research into the 
positive effects of maintaining contact between the 
dam and calf, and various systems are being tested 
(Johnsen et al., 2015). For example, smart (computer-
controlled) gates are being developed and trialled in 
some areas. These allow the cow to visit her calf, or vice 
versa, providing they both meet certain requirements 
(e.g., following milking/ feeding) (Føske Johnsen et al., 
2021). 

Calves are kept alone in calf hutches for the first 
weeks of their lives

Many commercial dairy farms house their calves singly 
in calf hutches for at least the first eight weeks of their 
lives (Ude et al., 2011). Typically, in these hutches, the 
calves only have limited visual, auditory and tactile 
contact with other calves. This has negative welfare 
implications as calves are highly motivated to have full 
contact with one another and will even make efforts to 
gain access to other calves (Bolt et al., 2017). 

This undercover investigation by Essere Animali shows 
how newborn calves are treated badly in one example 
of an intensive dairy farm.

Because singly housed calves are unable to interact 
properly socially, they have impaired social skills later 
in life, are cognitively impaired, are more fearful, and 
less able to cope with stressors, compared with group 
or pair-housed calves (Bolt et al., 2017; Costa et al., 
2016; Jensen and Larsen, 2014).

Calves are typically housed alone because farmers 
believe they can better manage their health that way. 
In reality, though, there is overwhelming evidence to 
show that group housing is better for the health of 
calves so long as the environmental conditions, such 
as feed, ventilation, and hygiene, are optimised (Costa 
et al., 2016; Marcé et al., 2010).

Calves undergo painful disbudding procedures

Horned dairy breeds are still the norm in the dairy 
industry due to the high cost of polled breeds.  
However, because stocking densities are too high, 
horned cattle pose a risk to one another and farm 
workers, so dairy farmers routinely perform a 
mutilation known as disbudding, which stops the 
horns from growing. 

There are several methods of disbudding, all of which 
cause significant pain to calves (EFSA, 2006). For 
example, chemical disbudding involves the application 
of a caustic paste to the horn bud. The paste burns 
through the tissues to remove the bud, but it can also 
spread and burn other parts of the calf’s body and 
potentially other calves (Stafford and Mellor, 2011). 
Studies show that following application, the calves are 
in pain and have elevated stress levels for at least 24 
hours (Stilwell et al., 2009). This procedure is typically 
performed without anaesthetic or analgesic (Stilwell 
et al., 2008). 

Similarly, hot-iron disbudding also results in significant 
long-term pain and suffering in calves and is also often 
performed without any long-term pain relief (Stilwell 
et al., 2012). In particular, studies have found that the 
procedure is highly stressful for the calves and that 
calves experience pain for weeks after it (Adcock and 
Tucker, 2020; Mintline et al., 2013; Stilwell et al., 2012). 

Dairy cows deserve better laws based on their 
natural needs and capabilities

Cows have evolved to live on pasture, and as a result, 
many of the poor health issues and welfare concerns 
are mitigated when they spend more time in their 
natural habitat and are not required to produce 
such high milk yields. For example, pasture allows 
cows to walk normally, resulting in a normal weight 
distribution, whereas slippery concrete floors can 
cause abnormal walking and contribute to the risk of 
lameness (Armbrecht et al., 2018; Pellerin et al., 2015; 
Schütz and Cox, 2014). 

The selective pressure for dairy cows to produce huge 
milk yields has led to a major welfare crisis for the EU’s 
dairy herds. These sentient animals deserve better. 

https://www.essereanimali.org/en/calves-suffering-in-a-dairy-farm/
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The needs of 
farmed rabbits 
are simply 
disregarded

The natural environment and behaviour of rabbits

In the wild, rabbits primarily live in open areas 
with vegetation for cover. Rabbits dig out complex 
underground burrows with multiple entrances, 
reaching up to two metres in depth (Szendrő and Dalle 
Zotte, 2011). Farmed rabbits are descended from wild 
rabbits, and because they have not been domesticated 
as long as other farmed species, they still exhibit the 
same behaviours and instincts as seen in the wild 
(Trocino and Xiccato, 2006). Naturally, rabbits are 
very active animals, and young animals spend a lot of 
energy playing. When they rest, they may snuggle with 
others or rest against a wall or in a tunnel (Princz et 
al., 2008). Rabbits are social animals, living in family 
groups within their larger colonies. To maintain 
hierarchies, rabbits will fight one another, which 
includes boxing, kicking, chasing, biting and scratching 
(Trocino and Xiccato, 2006). Rabbits can spend up to 
70% of their waking hours foraging and feeding, and 
although rabbits are highly selective over their food, 
they still consume a wide range of plants (Gidenne et 
al., 2020). Wild rabbits gnaw, dig, and scratch when 
foraging and eating. 

Housing conditions in intensive farms

Unfortunately, the typical environment for farmed 
rabbits kept and reared on intensive farms is far 
removed from their usual habitat, and as a result, these 
systems significantly impede their natural behaviours. 
As a result, farmed rabbits are often stressed, 
frustrated, and bored, and their high stress levels also 
lead to a high prevalence of health issues and injuries, 
causing further pain and suffering (Budnick, 2015; 
Dorning and Harris, 2017; EFSA, 2020b).

Many rabbits are kept in conventional cages with no 
more space than the size of an A4 piece of paper per 
rabbit (EFSA, 2020b). An investigation by organisation 
L214 found rabbits kept in cages with even less space 
than an A5 size piece of paper. The small cages also 
prevent the rabbits from standing up on their hind 
legs, a common posture for rabbits (EFSA, 2020b). 
Enriched cages offer a little more space and a platform 
to hop up onto, but they still significantly impede the 
rabbits’ natural behaviours and locomotion (EFSA, 
2020; Szendrő et al., 2019a).

[ RABBITS ]

https://www.l214.com/communications/20190820-lapins-nueil-les-aubiers/
https://www.l214.com/communications/20190820-lapins-nueil-les-aubiers/
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Park systems, which are indoor open pens, are being 
used increasingly across the EU (EFSA, 2020b). 
These systems typically include various enrichments, 
including platforms, gnawing blocks, and tunnels for 
hiding. However, when rabbits are kept at too high 
densities, these systems offer them little more space 
than a cage (EFSA, 2020b; Pinheiro and Monteiro, 
2012). Cage alternatives can only improve animal 
welfare if the rabbits have enough space to move, 
tunnels to hide in, platforms to jump on, and places to 
escape aggressive individuals. 

Farmed rabbits do not have enough space to move 
or stand

Both conventional cages and enriched cages are far 
too small for rabbits. For example, in a conventional 
cage, rabbits cannot even hop three times in one 
direction (EFSA, 2020b). Rabbits in cages are also 
unable to lie stretched out as they would naturally. As 
a result, caged rabbits spend less time moving than 
those in pens, which can lead to physical and mental 
health issues (Princz et al., 2008). Irrespective of the 
system, if rabbits are kept in crowded and cramped 
conditions, they become increasingly stressed, and the 
high cortisol levels and low dopamine and serotonin 
levels commonly seen in intensively farmed rabbits 
are evidence of their poor mental health (El-Tarabany 
et al., 2019). In addition, because these rabbits lack 
the space and opportunity to exercise, they also have 
thinner bones than those in higher-welfare systems, 
and this can lead to a higher prevalence of fractures 
(Buijs et al., 2015). What is more, the inability of caged 
does (female rabbits) to stand up on their hind legs is 
thought to result in skeletal deformities (Szendrő et 
al., 2019a).  

Intensively farmed rabbits are kept on painful  
wire flooring

Rabbit cages typically have wire flooring, which is 
painful and commonly results in foot injuries such as 
pododermatitis (ulcers on the hocks), causing severe 
pain and potentially deep untreatable infections (Buijs 
et al., 2015; Castellini et al., 2003; Mancinelli et al., 
2014). Moreover, when given a choice rabbits will avoid 
wire mesh flooring, indicating a significant dislike for it 
(Gerencsér et al., 2012) and showing a clear preference 
for plastic mesh flooring (Alfonso-Carrillo et al., 2014a; 
2014b; Castellini et al., 2003; Gerencsér et al., 2012; 
Matics et al., 2003; Princz et al., 2008). 

Rabbits want a clean and dry environment

The cleanliness and dryness of the floor is another 
significant issue for rabbits. A badly soiled floor 
can result in physical discomfort from cold stress, 
lesions, and pain, negatively impacting their emotional 
wellbeing. For instance, rabbits will increase self-
grooming behaviour in response to soiling, suggesting 
discomfort (Dal Bosco et al., 2002). Furthermore, poor 
hygiene also results in a high prevalence of digestive 
disorders, which can considerably impair welfare, and 
is a major cause of mortality in the growing kits (young 
rabbits) (EFSA, 2020b).

Hygiene is why most farms keep rabbits on wire 
floors, as the faeces do not accumulate and result in 
health issues. However, significant efforts have been 
made to research and develop flooring alternatives, 
including plastic slatted flooring, and many solutions 
are now available that offer rabbits a floor that is more 
comfortable and less injurious whilst maintaining 
hygiene levels (Clément et al., 2016; Dorning and 
Harris, 2017; EFSA, 2020b; Pinheiro and Monteiro, 
2012; RAWECOH, 2016). 

Rabbit farms are highly reliant on antibiotics

When animals are persistently stressed, as farmed 
rabbits in conventional systems are, their immune 
systems suffer, and diseases and infections are a 
significant concern (EFSA, 2020b). For example, on 
average, 15% of kits may die before weaning, and a 
further 15% may die following weaning (FVE, 2017; 
Szendrő and Dalle Zotte, 2011). These high mortality 
rates mean that farmers administer high levels of 
antibiotics – in France, the use of antibiotics on 
rabbits is thought to be over ten times higher than in 
pigs, the species with the second highest use1 (Nunan, 
2022). This over-reliance on antibiotics contributes 
to antimicrobial resistance (Attili et al., 2020), which 
can have disastrous effects on human health, as 
resistant infections become more difficult to treat and 
sometimes even impossible (Davies et al., 2019).       

1.  Using the ‘population correction unit’ which accounts for the varying population sizes of different livestock species.
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Farmed rabbits do not have opportunities to gnaw

The barren cages that rabbits are kept in fail to provide 
rabbits with the complex environment they need 
(EFSA, 2020b). Conventional cages offer rabbits no 
opportunities to gnaw, which is a particular concern, 
as rabbits have open-rooted teeth that continuously 
grow (EFSA, 2020b; Kutzer, 2018). This is beneficial 
for rabbits in the wild, as they chew and gnaw on 
hard substrates and naturally wear down their teeth. 
However, in conventional cages, rabbits have nothing 
to gnaw on, resulting in overgrown teeth that may 
grow into the soft tissue, and cause pain and difficulty 
in eating (Kutzer, 2018). Even in enriched cages, 
the gnawing materials provided are not considered 
adequate to fulfil the rabbits’ needs (EFSA, 2020b).

Breeding does struggle to perform maternal 
behaviours

Breeding does are typically kept alone in conventional 
systems until they give birth to their young (Szendrő 
et al., 2019b). Like the meat rabbits, does are generally 
kept in cramped wire cages with no space to move, 
even though they are highly motivated to perform 
natural maternal behaviours (EFSA, 2020b). For 
example, nest building is a highly instinctive behaviour, 
which intensive systems fail to consider, as most caged 
rabbits are not given enough, or even any, substrates 
with which to build nests (de Oliveira et al., 2017; 
EFSA, 2020b). 

If a doe does not have enough material for nest 
building, or if the material is soiled, her strong maternal 
instincts are frustrated, and her kits’ welfare is at risk 
(Szendrő et al., 2019b). For example, in such situations, 
the doe is more likely to birth outside of the nest or 
to move the kits out, which can result in hypothermia 
and death for the kits (EFSA, 2020b). In addition, in 
the wild, does will only visit the nest to nurse their kits 
once a day, whereas in farmed systems, does cannot 
move away from their kits in the same way (Szendrő 
et al., 2019b). Enriched cages include a platform which 
initially, only the doe can access, but the kits are only 
big enough at around three weeks old to hop up to 
follow the doe (EFSA, 2020b). This has been shown to 
result in increased stress levels in does, as their natural 
instincts are likely to be driven by the need to protect 
their kits from predators (Buijs et al., 2015).

Breeding rabbits are kept alone 

In conventional systems, breeding does and bucks are 
typically housed alone in single cages, except when 
the doe has kits. Although this is due to the likelihood 
of increased aggression and fights in group housing, 
this still means that these rabbits are prevented from 
normal social interactions for the vast majority of their 
lives. As a result, individually housed rabbits move less, 
and show stereotypic behaviours, such as biting cage 
bars (Mugnai et al., 2009). This is a strong indication 
of the severe frustration, boredom, and stress that 
these animals experience from a lifetime in individual 
confinement (EFSA, 2020b; FVE, 2017; Szendrő et al., 
2019b). 

In conventional cages, meat rabbits are also kept in 
unnatural social groupings (EFSA, 2020). This, along 
with the lack of space, prevents them from performing 
natural social behaviours, such as social grooming and 
play (EFSA, 2020b).

Farmed rabbits deserve to lead engaging and 
satisfying lives

Higher-welfare systems exist for farming rabbits. 
For example, well-built parks and other pen systems, 
where rabbits have the space to run, jump, and hide, 
enable rabbits to behave more naturally, have fulfilling 
social interactions, and be healthier due to lower stress 
levels and improved locomotion (EFSA, 2020b; Kutzer, 
2018). Extensive systems that give rabbits access to 
outside space are even more successful in improving 
welfare, can achieve good productivity, are better for 
the environment, and improve worker satisfaction 
(EFSA, 2020b; Kutzer, 2018; Paci et al., 2014; Pinheiro 
and Monteiro, 2012).

Rabbits are suffering across the EU in cages that are 
too small and barren to meet their needs. They are 
in pain, and they are suffering. These sentient beings 
need to be protected by species-specific legislation 
to ensure that they are kept in systems that protect  
their welfare. 
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[ conclusion ] 

These examples highlight 
some of the main ways 
current EU legislation fails 
to meet the needs of farmed 
animals, how it has failed to 
adapt to scientific evidence, 
and how it is at odds with 
European citizens’ demands 
to see farmed animals being 
treated humanely. 
The body of scientific evidence for farmed animal 
welfare practices has continued to grow, but the 
EU’s legislation has failed to adapt. Research shows 
clearly that breeding for intensive production results in 
animals that are bred to suffer, with their bodies unable 
to withstand the pressures put on them. Furthermore, 
advances in welfare science have shown for years how 
electrified waterbaths are inhumane and unreliable 
for broiler chickens, and that pigs suffer when gassed  
with CO2. 

The EU’s citizens also want farmed animals to be 
treated better, as seen from the huge response to 
the “End the Cage Age” European Citizens’ Initiative, 
as well as the public endorsement for the “No Animal 
Left Behind” project, which received over 200,000 
supporting signatures.

The revision of EU legislation must be performed in 
accordance with the overwhelming scientific evidence 
that shows that farmed animals suffer in cages, are 
being bred for production at the expense of their 
welfare, and that slaughter methods need to shift to 
humane alternatives that minimise suffering. 

The new legislation must be strong, precise, and 
enforced. It must include species-specific legislation 
for all farmed animals, leave no room for loopholes, 
and be thoroughly administered to ensure that the 
needless suffering of the EU’s farmed animals finally 
comes to an end. 

this is what  
EU citizens want  
and What the 
animals deserve. 
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https://www.endthecageage.eu/
https://www.eurogroupforanimals.org/campaigns/no-animal-left-behind
https://www.eurogroupforanimals.org/campaigns/no-animal-left-behind
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