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Dear editor,
As the world wakes up to the news that a new virus 
with “pandemic potential” has been discovered 

in pigs1, the role of factory farming as a breeding ground for 
disease comes into sharp focus.

James Wood, head of the University of Cambridge Department 
of Veterinary Medicine, said the news “comes as a salutary 
reminder” that we are constantly at risk of new emergence 
of pathogens, and that farmed animals, with which humans 
have greater contact than with wildlife, may act as the source 
for important pandemic viruses.

COVID-19 has demonstrated the fragility of society and that 
the way we treat animals today can have a huge bearing on 
the well-being of humanity tomorrow.

There is a gathering openness to recognising that cruelty to 
animals in factory farms, wet markets and slaughterhouses has 
the potential for serious repercussions that can shake the very 
foundations of human society.

Similarly, the devastating impact of factory farming on the 
natural world is also starting to be recognised as a major driver 
of declines in wildlife, forests, soil and water, all of which are 
necessary for the air we breathe, the water we drink and the 
food we eat.

COVID-19, climate change, the collapse of the natural world 
and the disease risks of factory farming all converge into a 
powerful argument for ending cruelty to animals.

It’s time for a new vision of animal welfare.
As an animal welfare environmentalist, I consider animals in 

the environment, rather than simply looking at animals in their 
environment. Looking at both the impact on the animal itself 
of not addressing its wants and needs, and what it means to 
society and the wider environment.

As an approach, it contrasts with reductionist animal welfare, 
which is about reducing suffering rather than promoting the joy 
of living. And this reduction of suffering can often be marginal. 
Like putting a perch into a battery cage. It might help a bit. 
But it won’t solve the problem; that the animal is kept in an 
inherently cruel system.

Simply adding a bit of what is missing to their environment 
– be it a perch in a cage, chains as toys in crowded barns or 
straw bales in a confinement lot – will neither solve the animal 
welfare problem nor the environmental impact.

A more expansive approach to animal welfare is one that 

focuses on the positive joy of life, which speaks to farming 
in harmony with nature, and a more balanced food system 
with much-reduced reliance on products from farmed animals.

In this way, we bring together the needs of the animal met 
by the environment – which, done well, can be a harmonious, 
symbiotic relationship, rather than solely minor adjustments 
in their environment. So, considering animal welfare and the 
environmental interconnectivities – such as enhanced health, 
reduced pollution and climate impact, and flourishing biodiver-
sity – is a proposition so much more than simply making their 
environment a little less bad.

All of which begs the question of how we keep animals in the 
environment in a way that leverages a better future for us all?

Well, by keeping them in harmony with nature in regenerative 
farming systems, where animals are restored to the land in the 
right way, within their ecological niche.

In the case of ruminants, this will be as rotational grazing ani-
mals. In the case of pigs and poultry, as waste recyclers, foragers 
and clean-up merchants. In harmony with their surroundings.

Which, to do this as a general policy, requires a serious reduc-
tion in the amount of animals kept, and a consequent reduction 
in the consumption of meat and dairy.

Which is required anyway if we are to stave off the existential 
threat to humanity of increased disease threats, climate change 
and diminishing environmental life support systems.

That’s why Compassion in World Farming is calling on the 
world’s most influential organisations – including the World 
Bank, the United Nations and the World Health Organization 
– to replace factory farming with a food system that respects 
animals, nurtures our planet, and reduces the risk of pandemics.

May I urge those working in the veterinary profession to join 
us? And, in so doing, we may just leave a world worth having 
as a legacy for our children.

Never before has the future of humanity been so dependent 
on our treatment, respect and compassion for animals.
Yours faithfully,
PHILIP LYMBERY, global chief executive,
Compassion in World Farming,
River Court, Mill Lane, Godalming,
Surrey GU7 1EZ.
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