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INTRODUCTION 

SAFE is a national animal welfare and rights organisation with a 70-year history in New Zealand. SAFE has over 12,000 members and supporters and receives wide spread public support. With offices staffed full-time in Auckland and Christchurch, SAFE has local contacts and grassroots campaigners throughout New Zealand. SAFE’s primary role is education and campaigning for the rights of animals.  

SAFE is affiliated with many international animal protection organisations including the World Society for the Protection of Animals (UK), Animals Australia, Compassion in World Farming (UK), United Poultry Concern (USA), Animal Liberation (Aust), In Defense for Animals (USA), People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (USA), Animal Defenders (UK) and the Humane Society (Aust and USA).

SAFE is fundamentally opposed to all forms of animal abuse and suffering. SAFE has a vegetarian/vegan ethic but is prepared to work towards incremental change for animals that provides meaningful improvements to their welfare.

Factory vs free range farming

Factory farming is inherently cruel. It denies the animals to express their normal behaviour, something that is required by the New Zealand Animal Welfare Act. Factory farmed animals live in overcrowded conditions usually inside dimly lit sheds. They suffer from a wide range of health problems and live highly unnatural lives.

Free range farming allows the animals a better quality of life provided they are managed to a high standard. Free range animals are better able to express their normal behaviour, they can move about more freely and interact more naturally with other animals of their own kind.

New Zealand has an ideal climate and plenty of space to farm animals outdoors. Free range farms farm smaller number of animals and have a higher ratio of stock handlers compared to factory farms. Due to higher labour cost and the lower number of animals farmed, free range products are more expensive than factory farmed products. It is SAFE’s contention that factory farmed products are artificially cheap due to the cruel farming methods used.

SAFE believes that if people wish to continue eating meat and eggs they should only buy free range. If cost is a factor then eating a reduced amount of free range animal products will result in an improved life for the animals and better health for people. 
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Free range farming would also enhance New Zealand’s clean and green image and this in turn would help sell New Zealand produce to an increasingly animal welfare friendly overseas market.

Changing from factory to free range farming will come at a significant cost to the farming industries affected. It is inevitable that this cost eventually will have to be carried by consumers. Overseas countries have successfully moved away from a number of factory farming practices with consumers accepting to pay a higher price for more humanely produced products.

Many species of animal are factory farmed in New Zealand. Battery hens and pigs suffer the worst forms of confinement and broiler (meat) chickens make up the highest number. Below you can find more detailed information about the lives of these factory farmed animals.

Battery hen farming in New Zealand

In New Zealand around 3 million hens are kept in battery cages. These cages are made out of wire or plastic and all have sloping mesh floors so the eggs roll out of the cage for easy collecting.

Between five and eight birds are kept per cage. Each bird has less space then an A4 sheet of paper. Cages can be stacked up to five tiers high and run the full length of the sheds. Several thousand of hens are housed per shed. The hens live in semi-darkness and often in very dusty conditions.

Egg collecting, feeding and watering systems are usually fully automated. As a result there is very little interaction between the farmer and the hens. Regular inspections of the hens should be carried out but sick or injured hens are often overlooked, as it is virtually impossible to check the welfare of thousands of hens in these dark and overcrowded sheds.

Problems for the hens:

A battery hen can not: walk, peck and scratch, dustbathe, perch, normally socialise, lay her egg in privacy, forage or even spread her wings. Hens are denied virtually all their natural behaviour.

The sloping wire floor can cause foot injuries and claw damage. Constant rubbing against the sides of the cages leads to feather loss and skin damage. Lack of exercise leads to osteoporosis and leg weakness.

Some hens are beak trimmed to lessen the damage caused by feather pecking, others are kept at very low light levels to control this problem. Feather pecking is caused by the hens’ stressful living conditions.

Alternative systems of egg production

Free range and barn systems are well established in New Zealand. Free range allows hens to have access to the outdoors and provides the highest welfare potential. Barn hens live indoors where they run loose on the floor of large sheds, they are kept at a stocking density of seven birds per sq meter.

Opposition to battery hen cages

Europe is phasing battery cages out by 2012.  Switzerland, Austria and Sweden have already banned cages.

79 percent of New Zealanders are opposed to battery cages (Colmar Brunton 2002). 120 000 submissions were sent to the Minister of Agriculture in 2002 calling for an end of battery hen farming. In 1993, a petition for a referendum against battery cages collected 386 000 signatures.

New Zealand law and battery hens

The Animal Welfare Act 1999 requires that animals must be able to express their normal behaviour. As battery hens cannot do this, SAFE believes that battery cages are in breach of the Act. Despite the fact that battery cages have been found not to meet the obligations of the Animal Welfare Act the Minister of Agriculture has allowed for the continued use of battery cages by using a technical loophole in the Act.

The Layer Hen code of welfare is currently under review. In the meantime all cages in existence must provide the hens with 550 sq cm space per hen by 2014. This is still smaller then an A4 sheet of paper.

Factory pig farming in New Zealand

Most of the bacon, ham and pork eaten by New Zealanders comes from pigs kept in cruel intensive production systems. Scientific research shows that these systems do not allow pigs to fully satisfy their physical and behavioural needs, leading to stress and physical and mental illnesses. 

Factory pig farming is banned or is being phased out in a number of countries overseas because of the suffering it causes. New Zealand animal pig welfare legislation allows such cruelty, however this legislation is now under review after SAFE and Mike King exposed the cruelty of factory pig farming on national television. SAFE hopes that this review will lead to a phase out of cruel sow crates.

Pig facts 

Intensive pig farming

Most pigs farmed in New Zealand are confined indoors at high densities, with the goal of producing large volumes of cheap meat. The pigs however pay the price as they attempt to cope with the artificial conditions, unnatural social groupings and painful and stressful farming practices.

Intensively farmed pigs in New Zealand live in barren environments that do not allow them to fully satisfy their physical and behavioural needs, resulting in stress and physical and mental ill health.
Around 700,000 pigs are killed in New Zealand each year. 40 percent of pig products consumed here are imported from overseas and nearly all is factory farmed. 

Housing

Intensive pig farms confine pigs to large, windowless, atmospherically controlled sheds for their entire lives. The air inside these sheds may be dry and dusty with a strong smell of ammonia. 

Such high density confinement and unnatural social groupings can result in aggression and fighting between pigs, which can lead to injuries and aborted pregnancies. Farmers therefore confine pregnant and lactating sows to individual crates called sow stalls and farrowing crates respectively. These reduce physical injuries due to fighting, maximise production and simplify management but prevent the animals from satisfying their physical and behavioural needs. Sows may spend much of their lives closely confined indoors in one or other of these sow crates.

Sow stalls

About 29 percent of New Zealand pig farmers confine their breeding sows (who produce the piglets destined to become meat) in individual sow stalls for part or all of their pregnancies (four to 16 weeks). These farmers are mostly the large-scale producers who farm 45% of all sows (about 21,000 in total).

Sow stalls are barren, metal-barred crates barely larger than the sow herself. Most crates are only 60 centimetres wide and 2 metres long, which means the animals are unable to turn around, and can only take a few steps backwards and forwards. 

Pregnant sows may be confined to sow stalls for part or all of their 16 week pregnancy. Shortly before they are due to give birth they are transferred to a farrowing crate.

Farrowing crates

Farrowing crates are similar to sow stalls in structure and size, but with the addition of a separate heated creep area for the piglets. 

It is claimed that farrowing crates are used primarily to protect piglets from crushing by their mother. There is evidence however that intensive pig farming itself has increased the risk of piglets being crushed. For example modern sows are larger and longer than their wild ancestors, and some research indicates this has resulted in breeding a clumsier sow with reduced mothering abilities. 

Other factors that may increase the risk of piglets being crushed in intensive systems include leg weakness due to extended confinement in crates and the hard floors of the sow stalls, which unlike soft outdoor nests do not cushion the piglets from damage.  

Piglets in intensive farms are removed from their mothers (‘weaned’) much earlier than would be the case naturally, typically at about 4 weeks.

Group housing of sows

Sows may spend some of their pregnancies in group housing in concrete floored pens with no bedding materials provided. Some group housed sows may be kept in eco shelters with some bedding or outdoors on grass. 

Fattening pens

Once the piglets are removed from their mothers they are placed in large groups in barren fattening pens with concrete or wooden-slatted floors. Fighting is the inevitable result of mixing unfamiliar pigs and a barren environment. 

Growing pigs are fed high-energy, quickly digested feed which sustains a high growth rate. Few are given straw or other fibrous material however, frustrating the animals’ innate urge to forage for food. As the piglets grow, the pens become overcrowded and the animals become increasingly stressed, restless and aggressive.

Health problems due to intensive pig farming

Sows

Intensively farmed sows suffer poor physical and mental health due to their close confinement in crates.

Stereotypic behaviour: As a result of their concentrated and restricted maintenance diet, and the lack of available manipulable material such as straw, intensively farmed sows are constantly hungry and bored. Stereotypical behaviour often results, such as bar biting and head waving.

Physical health problems: Crating also affects the health of the pigs’ limbs and reduces muscular strength due to reduce ability to exercise, leading to lameness, reduced cardiovascular fitness, and increased morbidity.

Many sows in crates develop urinary problems including cystitis (inflammation of the bladder usually due to infection). Cystitis may develop because of the sows’ inability to defecate in an area separate from their resting area, and due to their lameness, which may prevent the sow from urinating, which they do standing up.

Difficulty in lying down and standing up due to the animals’ lameness and close confinement can also lead to skin lesions as a result of the sows bumping against the crates.
 Inadequate flooring can lead to overgrown claws and pain. 

High levels of ammonia in intensive pig farms lead to inflammation of the pigs’ eyes and respiratory tracts and increased risk of respiratory distress and pneumonia.

Mental health problems: The barren unnatural environment and close confinement can also lead to mental health problems. Because the sow cannot express most of the behaviour she is genetically programmed to carry out, she can become bored, frustrated and anxious, and may show signs of stress, apathy and symptoms consistent with clinical depression. 

Due to confinement in a farrowing stall the sow is unable to build a private nest for her young before their birth, and she is unable to care for and wean her young as her instincts tell her, leading to stress and frustration. 

Fattening pigs  

Due to overcrowding and lack of fibrous material to eat and forage in, stressed piglets may fight with their pen mates and bite each other’s tails, possibly leading to serious injury and cannibalism. 

Instead of providing more space and fibrous material farmers cut the piglets’ tails off shortly after birth to decrease the chance of injury. This is a painful procedure carried out without painkillers which may lead to long-term pain in the stump. 

Lameness is also common in growing pigs where the flooring type and lack of suitable bedding leads to bruising, foot erosion and infection of cuts and abrasions. 

Alternatives to intensive pig farming 

Outdoor production 

In New Zealand, due to our temperate climate, a significant proportion of pigs are farmed outdoors for part or all of their lives. Many farmers use a mixture of outdoor (extensive) and intensive techniques (such as taking sows indoors to give birth in farrowing crates, or raising weaner pigs in indoor intensive or extensive group housing).

Group housing

Some farms raise their fattening pigs indoors in deep-bedded pens at lower densities than in intensive fattening pens. Such systems allow the piglets to satisfy more of their physical and behavioural needs, leading to less boredom and aggression. The piglets do not however have access to the outdoors and they may be indoor bred (born in indoor farrowing crates, to sows previously confined to sow crates) or outdoor bred (in outdoor farrowing huts). 

Free-range and organic production systems 

Free-range and organic farms keep their pigs outdoors (with appropriate shelter) for their entire lives. Huts are provided in which the sows farrow (give birth) and care for their piglets. Such systems can allow pigs to satisfy more of their physical and behavioural needs than indoor systems. The animals are however still highly dependent on the quality of the farm’s management and are highly vulnerable to how they are treated by humans.

Welfare problems that may be associated with outdoor systems include inadequate shelter (to protect the animals from rain, cold and the sun); lameness; inadequate pasture; the insertion of nose rings to prevent pasture damage, which cause pain when the pig attempts to root in the ground. Free-range pigs also suffer the stress of transportation and slaughter at the end of their short lives.

Animal welfare legislation 

Animals in New Zealand are protected by the Animal Welfare Act 1999 (AWA). Although the farming practices outlined in this information sheet are legal in New Zealand, they are at odds with the spirit of the AWA, which states that “…persons in charge of animals…[must] take all reasonable steps to ensure that the physical, health, and behavioural needs of the animals are met in accordance with both  - (i) good practice; and (ii) scientific knowledge…” 

Pig farming, along with a number of other animal industries, however has exemption from this fundamental principle of animal welfare law through individual animal welfare codes. Therefore, although scientific research  shows that the physical, health and behavioural needs of intensively farmed pigs are largely not met, this is legal under current New Zealand law. 

The National Animal Welfare Advisory Committee (NAWAC) reviewed the pig welfare code between 2001 and 2005, and acknowledged that dry sow stalls and farrowing crates did not meet all the obligations of the AWA. Nonetheless, due to lobbying by the pig industry, the final code allowed farrowing crates to be used for six weeks, and only limited dry sow stall use to four weeks after mating from 2015. 

Dry sow stalls are banned in the United Kingdom and Sweden, and will soon be phased out in Finland, Switzerland, the Netherlands and Denmark. Farrowing crates are also banned in Sweden and Switzerland. 

For a fully referenced version of this Information Sheet please visit www.safe.org.nz/Publications/InfoSheet1.

Broiler (meat) chicken farming in New Zealand

Chicken is one of the cheapest and most popular meats in New Zealand. Once reserved for festive occasions such as birthdays and Christmas, chicken is now consumed at a rate of over 35 kg per person. Over 87 million broiler chickens are killed in New Zealand each year.

Clever marketing and low prices have driven the massive increase in the consumption of chicken meat. Low prices have been made possible by industrialised farming practices. No longer are chickens able to roam around the courtyard, enjoy sunshine or do any of the things chickens like to do. No longer are they allowed to grow at a normal pace or enjoy a varied diet. Instead chickens are now confined in the tens of thousands in windowless sheds at a stocking density of 19 birds per square metre. Broiler (meat) chickens have been genetically selected for fast growth and reach slaughter weight at only six weeks of age. Helped along by a constant intake of antibiotic growth promotants, chickens now grow twice as fast as 30 years ago. 

This unnaturally fast growth creates a number of problems for the chickens. Lameness, leg weakness, heart disease and sudden death syndrome are major causes of mortality. A report (Key Indicators of Poultry Welfare in New Zealand) prepared for MAF in 2006 shows that nearly 3.5 million New Zealand chickens die from a variety of health problems before they reach the age of six weeks. 

The same report also found that 91.9 percent of New Zealand’s broiler chickens suffer abnormal gait, that is they have difficulties walking. The older the birds get, the worst their condition gets. Scientific experiments have provided compelling evidence that leg problems cause broiler chickens pain.

For more information contact Hans Kriek, campaign director.

PO Box 13366, Christchurch. hans@safe.org.nz or ph 027 4462711.







