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Introduction 

Pig producers in the United States are sitting on the edge 
of their seats observing media coverage, fast food restau
rant deliberations, and public dialog concerning sow ges
tation stalls. The perceptual and emotional impact of the 
sow barn seems to be at odds with the industry idea of 
what constitutes a decent quality of life for sows. Why 
has this become an issue? What is it about the gestation 
stall that is found to be so bothersome, so much so that its 
defenders, no matter how rational the argument, continue 
to be ignored? Cheap, efficiently produced pork products 
have not experienced a boycott based on welfare. So 
where's the beef (pork)? In this paper I will attempt to 
develop reasons why sow stalls are problematic to the 
public and how science and ethics both playa role in de
ciding their fate. This paper is deliberately meant to pro
voke thought and discussion and not meant to condemn 
or elevate particular groups or persons. 

Historical context 

Many authors have traced the development of the animal 
industries and the perceptual changes regarding animal 
production that have taken place during that time. J.4 As 
with other industries, the need for mass production, effI
ciency, reduced labor costs, etc., have taken priority in 
intense, competitive environments that include not only 
the domestic but also the global marketplace. Global de
mand for meat products is expected to rise, with most of 
the increase occurring in developing countries.4 Like its 
plant-based sister, animal agriculture has morphed from 
its predominantly small, independent, family farm-based 
economy to a large, integrated industry that employs a 
variety of strategies to produce swine and superior qual
ity pork. Intensive animal production practices are cen
tral to poultry (79%) and swine (39%) worldwide. This 
change in structure has brought social controversy regard
ing the preservation of the "family farm" along with the 
agrarian ethic that popularized it. Is the sow stall contro
versy a spin-off of the "big is bad" argument? Are other 
factors at work? Is it only a matter of public perception? 
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Animal protection: 
The modem muckrakers 
of corporate agriculture? 

Public distrust of corporate America has at least some of 
its roots in the muckraking movement of the early 1900s.5 

Although historians acknowledge the careless regard with 
which some journalists wrote, they also report this as the 
beginning of the Progressive Era (1901-1917) in the 
United States. Many legal reforms in labor, finance, in
surance, government, and even amendments to the US 
Constitution occurred during this era. For example, Upton 
Sinclair's The Jungle (1906) documented the atrocious 
conditions at the Chicago stockyards, and this led to the 
passage of the Pure Drug and Food Acts of 1906 (still 
required reading in many meat science classes today). The 
animal protection movement is promoting a new wave of 
journalists who are focused on animal agriculture and 
documenting the effects of modern production techniques 
on animals, workers, the environment, and rural commu
nities. For example, the Washington Post recently reported 
on the sow stall issue. 6 Should animal agriculture be im
mune from this sort of investigation, especially when it 
involves a resource as valuable as food? Probably not. 
Such scrutiny seems to be an unavoidable spin-off of be
coming "big business." There is nothing sacred about 
agriculture that would prohibit these inquiries into ani
mal production. Naturally, factual reporting is expected, 
but even facts can be viewed and interpreted from more 
than one perspective. 

Large and advanced industries are expected to actively 
pursue the most effective and efficient way to conduct 
business. Depending on the business, special interest 
groups, government, the media, and even private citizens 
may become vigilant of the business's activities. Social 
pressure can develop when the conduct of business falls 
seriously out of synch with a portion or the whole of so
cietal values. Although this is unnerving for the industry, 
particularly when ethically dubious tactics are used against 
it, such scrutiny can serve to jolt an industry into re-ex
amining its own values and how well those values har
monize with the greater public sentiment. For example, 
Nike, Old Navy, K-Mart, and others experienced intense 
social pressure to improve conditions at their factories 
overseas. 7 Social power also becomes the primary mecha-
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nism for corporate accountability when there is no single 
entity assigned to govern activity. In the United States, 
there is no entity charged with oversight of animal care 
on farms. 

Consumer vs. public expectations 

Historically, the animal production industry has focused 
on meeting consumer demands. But, in the case of ani
mal treatment, the public-at-Iarge-including non-con
sumers of meat-has expressed a set of expectations that 
may have a profound effect on producers. The United 
States has a history of mandates for animal welfare that 
date back even to our colonial days.8 How animals are 
treated has been long been citizens' (not just producers' , 
and not just meat consumers') business. Laws protecting 
pets, laboratory, and slaughter animals are part of our state 
and federal framework. There is an overarching public 
moral sentiment that comes into play and this can trump 
consumer interests. Both groups may have high expecta
tions for animal welfare, but their behavior may be dif
ferent. The raising of livestock is not a private affair and 
not a matter only for consumers. When was the last time 
a "meat eaters only" sign was posted on a voting booth? 

The raw product we work with is sentient, perceptive, 
social, and evolved to move, root, forage, and roam. It is 
one thing to speed up a flour milling operation and quite 
another the chain speed at a slaughter facility. Those are 
facts we must live with. It makes us different and places 
the industry at an intense level of public scrutiny. Like
wise, consumers and producers will be affected by man
dates that require changes in the industry, so their con
cerns cannot be dismissed. Can science lend a helping 
hand? 

Science-based decisions: 
The Case of UEP 

The most recent example of a major change being tack
led and implemented by a producer group is the cage space 
requirements for laying hens. The United Egg Producers 
(UEP) represent 210 members who own some of the larg
est and smallest egg layer operations in the United States. 
Their membership also includes free range and bam-raised 
egg producers. The UEP was the first producer group in 
the country to develop husbandry guidelines for their egg 
producers in 1983.9 In early 1998 UEP staff sought a uni
versity department head to chair a committee on hen wel
fare. The UEP Board of Directors approved the staff pro
posal and initiated a meeting with scientists to discuss 
welfare issues within the industry. From that meeting, the 
chair independently appointed a scientific advisory com
mittee on hen welfare. The committee included an avian 
veterinarian, an animal protection representative, three 
trained poultry ethologists, one stress physiologist, one 
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producer, one food safety specialist, one poultry produc
tion specialist, and one public policy specialist. The com
mittee was given free rein to review scientific informa
tion and to make specific recommendations for the 
revision of the existing UEP guidelines for caged laying 
hens. Cage space and the practice of induced molting were 
two of the highest profile welfare issues for egg layers. 
Cage space also involved considerable economic invest
ment. However, the charge to the committee was to look 
at space requirements that caged hens needed and not to 
consider the immediate economic issues. Once the rec
ommendations were completed, they were sent to the UEP 
Board of Directors for approval. After approval they were 
forwarded to the UEP appointed Producer Animal Wel
fare Committee to write a lay version of the guidelines, 10 

conduct the economic impact analysis, and-based on that 
outcome-develop a graduated phase-in for cage space. 

In the case of cage space requirements, science provided 
a clear answer. The existing UEP guidelines were out of 
synch with science, and cage space allotments had to be 
increased from the original recommended 48 square inches 
per hen to 67-86 square inches, depending on bird size. 
Nearly 30 years of production and mortality data, col
lected at different cage space allotments, produced the 
requirements. In hindsight UEP officials recognized the 
problem with their original strategy of formulating guide
lines. "Experience has taught us that you can't first estab
lish guidelines with a committee of producers [and what 
they are willing to accept] and hope the science will sup
port it," said Gene Gregory, Executive Vice President of 
UEP (personal communication, June 26,200 I). The strat
egy UEP developed has also provided valuable informa
tion to assist them as they negotiate welfare issues with 
fast food restaurants, government, the public, and 
politicians. 

Science played a defining role in producing an answer 
for UEP. A major assumption made in the UEP case was 
that caging itself was not the central public issue. The 
case of the sow stall may not be quite that simple. 

The case of sow stalls 

What happens when the science does not clearly lead to a 
conclusion? Had egg laying hens been housed singly, 
would the production and mortality data been as clear? 
Group-housed hens enter into a different dynamic with 
space. The social activity occurring within cages contrib
utes to producing distinct limits on productivity and con
tributes to mortality. With those pressures controlled, pro
ductivity may not have shown the same dramatic drop 
nor mortality rise to the degree demonstrated under 
crowded cage conditions. In singly housed animals, a more 
complex set of parameters come into play, such as depri
vation of movement, minimized social contact, boredom, 
and frustration. The mental dimension of welfare assess-
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ment and its impact on traditional measurements of stress 
are not al ways clear-cut. Reviews of the literature regard
ing the impact of sow stalls on sow welfare have been 
conducted but often produce mixed conclusions depend
ing on which parameters are considered most important 
and how much weight they are given when the final dis
cussion takes place. 

The pork industry has an interesting dilemma. Modern 
genetics has produced highly efficient and productive 
sows. During gestation, feed intake must be controlled or 
sows gain too much weight. Managing sows who are limit 
fed in groups becomes complex and requires effective 
feeding strategies and equipment and intelligent manage
ment to keep the negative aspects of social interaction 
from causing injury or disability to the sows (actual wel
fare problem) and impacting productivity.11 So single 
housing and feeding to reduce this problem is the most 
obvious and expedient manner in which to solve the prob
lem. Less injury to sows and equalization of nutritional 
planes for all sows is resolved. Also, less labor is used 
and sows can be easily accessed for medical treatment. 
Highly trained individuals are not required to take care of 
the animals; thus, the demands of a low to no skill labor 
market and high employee turnover rates are addressed. 
The decision reflects the realities of the producer that beg 
for a balance. Does the overall welfare for the sow actu
ally increase? The restriction of movement to standing 
and lying, limited social contact, and losing self-control 
of the environment may negate any enhancements to wel
fare, depending on how those items are weighted accord
ing to their importance to the sow. The psychological as
pects of sow welfare are trumped. This is where the set of 
circumstances that affect producers and drive decision
making are different than those of consumers and the 
public-at-Iarge. Even scientists working in the area of 
swine welfare have sharply differing opinions on how to 
weight those factors. 

The value of space 

Space has probably been the single most contentious is
sue regarding the housing of animals since domestica
tion. The smaller and tighter the space, the greater the 
hue and cry. Under federal regulations for laboratory ani
mals, animals cannot be chronically restrained unless it 
is scientifically justified as a necessary requirement of 
the research. Provision of social conditions for social ani
mals is required except under qualified circumstances. 
Like food animals, these animals are also maintained un
der intensive conditions and used to produce information 
or products that are deemed beneficial to humans. 

Human beings are also impacted by space, and space rep
resents a multitude of ideas to people. Space can mean 
status, comfort, punishment, etc. The restriction of space, 
movement, or cutting off social and sensory contact with 
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others are forms of punishment. Solitary confinement for 
prisoners constitutes a severe form of punishment. People 
relate very personally to what it means to have restric
tions placed on movement or space and may likewise view 
similar restrictions placed on animals equipped with 
musco-skeletal systems that evolved to move, and social 
organization to live in groups, as punishing or unethical. 
So the question actually transcends data at this point: "Is 
it right to chronically house gestating sows in stalls for 
their lifetime?" It is not a "can we" but a "should we" 
question that does not relate to the economics of the is
sue. We have to be able to correctly interpret just what 
the public is reacting to and asking. 

Philosopher Ann Causey states the case for correct inter
pretation in ethical debates. 12 Causey is known for her 
expertise on the ethics of hunting. She defends the prac
tice of hunting but grows discouraged with how the hunt
ing lobby handles ethical questions posed by the public 
with their cavalier and often arrogant attitude. Causey 
states, 

The most striking feature of the current debate [hunt
ing] is the debaters' vastly different understanding of 
the question, is hunting a morally acceptable activ
ity? Those who support hunting usually respond to 
this question by citing data. They enumerate the num
ber of acres protected by hunting-generated funds; 
how many game populations increased due to man
agement; how much the economy is stimulated by 
hunting; how effectively modern game laws satisfy 
the interests of the hunting community today while 
assuring harvestable animals for the future. And, they 
assure the public that hunters, more than most citi
zens, care deeply about ecosystem integrity. 

Causey goes on to state, 

The above statements may be perfectly true. They also 
are almost totally irrelevant to the question at hand, 
for the anti hunters are not asking whether hunting is 
an effective management tool. whether it is economi
cally advisable. or whether hunters love and appreci
ate nature. Instead they are asking "Is it ethical to kill 
animals for sport?" 

This is important because she identifies where the animal 
production industry often goes awry in answering the 
question put to them. Finally, in reference to the role of 
scientific data, Causey says, 

Moral debates are not debates about facts; they are 
debates about values. And, while factual reality cer
tainly helps to shape our values, moral controversies 
cannot be resolved by examination of data or appeal 
by scientific studies. That is why they are moral and 
not empirical questions in the first place. 

Don't misread her intent. Causey recognizes that science 
has a place, but she finds we often hide behind science to 
duck the debate of moral acceptability. When asked, is it 
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right to confine a gestating sow for the entirety of her 
productive lifetime? we are obligated to think deeper than 
the production statistics and dire economic forecasts. 

These are questions that link science directly to ethical 
concerns. They require that producers have appropriate 
appreciation of both to maneuver effectively when con
sidering the right course of action to take. The use of ap
plied ethics to assist in resolving problems can be as strin
gent a process as the scientific method and requires the 
assistance of a trained ethicist. 13•14 It is critical that the 
answer we develop matches precisely what the public is 
asking us to consider. 

Striking a balance? 

Balance can only be obtained from processes that care
fully consider all the potential impacts of an action on all 
stakeholders. In the case of UEP, science told them that 
current space recommendations were wrong which coin
cided with social pressure to improve cage space allot
ment. A balance was struck by implementing a phase-in 
period for producers that would incur the least amount of 
economic loss. Entities that would demand the changes 
be more immediate would have to compensate the pro
ducer directly. The welfare of the hen and the producer 
should be enhanced. 

What if a production method is judged as morally wrong? 
In certain cases a push for regulation to outlaw the prac
tice ensues. Currently, the practice of induced molting of 
hens is following this course of debate. (Sow stalls may 
fall to the same fate.) In this case UEP has commissioned 
studies looking at alternative methods to molting hens 
that don't employ feed deprivation. The central public 
concern is focused on feed deprivation. The industry is 
attempting to strike a balance between the interest of the 
public (and hen) in not depriving hens of food (morally 
wrong) and allowing the producer to maintain a produc
tion practice (molting) that keeps hens in production 
longer. UEP's interest in resolving the issue, their use of 
an independent scientific advisory committee, factual 
knowledge about molting, and appreciation for public 
concern have postponed or defeated legislative attempts 
to date. This comes with the express understanding that a 
solution be found and does not imply that the status quo 
be maintained. 

To strike a balance means that the industry must properly 
assess the issue, not only from the scientific information 
at hand, but also based on the ethical dimensions of the 
argument. All animal industries should have a code of 
ethics that are well conceived and harmonize the values 
of the industry with those of the greater public. Also, a 
set of scientific guidelines for the care and management 
of the species produced from a sound process of review 
and interpretation is critical to the industry. It must be a 
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process that clearly demonstrates all interests are taken 
into account and that the industry cares for more than just 
the bottom line. This places the industry in a position for 
negotiation. 

Producer and commodity organizations should not be 
forced into a reactive stance each time a production sys
tem or practice draws fire. Careful and deliberate study 
of how your industry's values, practices, and economics 
harmonize or conflict with those of the greater public is a 
necessary part of managing animals for food production. 
Ultimately, it will place you in a better position to strike 
the balance. 
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