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Background

Animal welfare is vitally important to New Zealand – as a nation we are enthusiastic owners of companion animals and our prosperity depends on our reputation as a producer of high-quality, safe and environmentally sustainable products from animals, plants, food and related industries. The integrity of those supply chains from producer to consumer is critical. Animal welfare is a key issue contributing to our reputation as a trusted, safe and ethical producer of food for consumers in New Zealand and overseas. 

MAF’s Role

Within this context, it is MAF’s job to support the expectations of New Zealand society for the welfare and humane treatment of animals. This means that it must:

· support the development of animal welfare standards that address risks to animal welfare and promote improved welfare outcomes;
· administer the Animal Welfare Act 1999 in an effective, fair and responsible manner;
· encourage voluntary compliance with animal welfare standards and, where necessary, enforce the law.

In other words, it is MAF’s job to make sure that there are appropriate animal welfare standards in place to protect animals, and that people care for animals appropriately and do not mistreat them, in the context of a modern, agriculturally-based economy.
MAF has a key role in protecting the integrity of New Zealand’s ‘biological value chain’ (relating to animal, plant, food and associated groups). An important part of this is ensuring New Zealand’s reputation for the ethical treatment of animals is maintained. MAF is prioritising work on animal welfare in several areas. This is supported by substantial (reallocated) funding for animal welfare announced in this year’s budget. In particular, there will be a focus on work towards ensuring ‘everyone takes responsibility for animal welfare’ by implementing a compliance plan that lays the groundwork for government, industry and animal welfare organisations to work together with animal owners to improve compliance with the Animal Welfare Act and reduce animal cruelty. One of the main proposals in the compliance plan is to further encourage producers and exporters to make use of New Zealand’s animal welfare regulatory framework and animal welfare standards as a point of market differentiation, for instance through developing their own welfare assurance schemes. It also promotes ways of allowing and encouraging consumers to make food purchasing choices on the basis of animal welfare.

There will also be work on a comprehensive review of the Animal Welfare Act and further funding will be provided to the SPCA for its enforcement work. 

In addition to this, and MAF’s routine work investigating breaches of the Animal Welfare Act and administering the Act, current projects in the animal welfare area include:
· Supporting an amendment to the Animal Welfare Act, currently before Parliament, that will make it easier to bring prosecutions for the ill-treatment of animals and allow increased penalties, and scoping the pending broad review of the Animal Welfare Act;
· Supporting NAWAC in its work on codes of welfare, including the development of a code of welfare for animal transport in New Zealand, and the review of the codes of welfare for pigs,  layer hens and broiler chickens;
· Reviewing requirements for animal welfare during export;
· Reviewing the use of electroimmobilisation devices;

· Encouraging best practice in the use of animals in research, testing and teaching with the revised National Animal Ethics Advisory Committee ‘Good Practice Guide for the Use of Animals in Research, Testing and Teaching’ and through the New Zealand Three Rs Programme.
Comments on inquiry

New Zealand animal welfare law and policy is built on the premise that it is acceptable to use animals for particular purposes, as long as their needs are met and they are not ill-treated. It bans some acts that are completely unacceptable (for instance dog fighting), and specifies basic requirements that must be met, but it allows for flexibility in the way that the requirements are met. In other words, as far as the legislation is concerned, it is not necessarily whether animals are farmed intensively or free range that is important, but whether the animals’ needs are being met by farmers and owners. This flexibility is crucial because the boundary between what is considered acceptable and unacceptable treatment of animals continually evolves, as does technology and knowledge.  Our legislation needs to be flexible enough to allow for this. 
The Animal Welfare Act and intensive farming

The Animal Welfare Act, which was issued in 1999, requires every person who owns or is in charge of an animal to meet the animal’s physical, health and behavioural needs in accordance with good practice and scientific knowledge, and as appropriate for the animal and the circumstances. People can be fined or even go to jail if they do not do this. The Act only defines these needs in broad terms – basically they are appropriate food, water, shelter, opportunity to display normal patterns of behaviour, appropriate handling, and avoiding or treating injury or disease. It does not provide detail on what these needs are, or how to meet them, for each animal species or situation: this detail is given in codes of welfare. Codes of welfare can be written by anyone, are developed by the National Animal Welfare Advisory Committee (NAWAC), and recommended to the Minister of Agriculture, who issues them.
The minimum standards in codes of welfare lay out the standards needed to meet the requirements of the Act. If you breach a minimum standard, it is not an offence, but it can be used as evidence against you if you are charged with an offence under the Act (eg failing to provide water or food). Equally, if you meet a minimum standard, you can use this in your defence if you are prosecuted for an offence. 
The minimum standards in codes of welfare must align with the general requirements of the Act, which essentially relate to the duty of care and the prevention of unnecessary or unreasonable pain or distress. In “exceptional circumstances” a minimum standard may set a requirement that does not meet the general requirements of the Act. This clause has been relied on to allow the continued use of sow stalls in the code of welfare for pigs, for instance. It cannot be used routinely as an “opt out” clause to justify the continuation of current practices that do not meet the obligations of the Animal Welfare Act. It can only be used as an exception. In the past, NAWAC has applied this clause, when, on balance, good practice, scientific knowledge, available technology and/or public submissions indicate that current systems or practices need to remain in order for animal welfare needs to be met. NAWAC considers that, where there is any question, it must be clear that animal welfare is improved by a shift to alternative systems. 

This allowance in the Act is very contentious and its application to a code of welfare has formed the basis of a complaint to the Regulations Review Committee in one instance (about the layer hen code of welfare). NAWAC has written documents, available through the MAF website, that describe its approach to code development and the application of this clause. MAF also releases NAWAC’s explanatory report with each code that is issued.
What are the minimum standards for intensively-farmed pigs, layer hens and broiler (meat) chickens?
There are codes of welfare that cover all management systems for pigs (ie with or without the use of sow stalls and farrowing crates
) and layer hens (ie free range, barns and conventional cages), and for fully-housed broiler chickens. 

Under these codes, pigs are able to be kept in dry sow stalls and farrowing crates, because of particular animal welfare advantages, for defined periods of time. The maximum period of confinement in sow stalls is to be reduced by 2015. Layer hens may be kept in cages, but the size of these cages is to be gradually increased by 2014. Maximum densities are set for broiler chickens in sheds so that lameness and cardiovascular diseases, and competition for food and water, is managed. The timelines in these codes allow for producers to improve their management skills to ensure welfare needs are met under new management systems and to spread the costs of change over time.
All three codes of welfare are being reviewed by NAWAC now. Public consultation has been undertaken on a draft revised code of welfare for pigs containing a proposal that dry sow stalls be phased out altogether. NAWAC is still reviewing submissions. Draft revised codes for layer hens and for free-range and fully-housed broilers are due to be released for public consultation later this year. The revised codes of welfare will address problems that arise from close confinement of pigs and aggression in group-housed pigs, barren cages for layer hens, and high stocking densities and fast growth in broiler chickens. 
Recommendations

High standards of animal welfare contribute to New Zealand’s reputation as a trusted and sustainable producer of animals and animal products for our overseas markets and for domestic consumers. New Zealand must aim for animal welfare outcomes that meet expectations for appropriate treatment and good practice and that accord with scientific knowledge, but the legislation must allow for flexibility in the way that these outcomes are met. Every New Zealander must take responsibility for the welfare of animals. 

Key reference documents

· Guide to Animal Welfare Act www.biosecurity.govt.nz/files/regs/animal-welfare/act/awguide.pdf
· Animal Welfare in New Zealand www.biosecurity.govt.nz/files/regs/animal-welfare/animal-welfare-in-nz.pdf
· The Animal Welfare Act www.legislation.govt.nz
· MAF’s Statement of Intent www.maf.govt.nz/mafnet/publications/statement-of-intent/2010-2013/index.htm
� Individual housing in separate stalls is used by some producers to prevent aggression between pregnant sows, which can lead to the loss of their piglets and injure the sows.  Farrowing crates are used by some producers to protect the piglets after they are born.
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