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FOREWORD


For 10,000 years, agriculture has been the backbone of civilization, providing the sustenance necessary for societies to flourish. Its impact extends far beyond the confines of fields and pastures, permeating the air we breathe and the biodiversity that sustains our planet. Within this vast and vital sector, livestock production holds a unique and influential position. Beyond the tangible nutritional benefits and environmental impacts, the cultural significance of livestock is profound. For many societies, animals represent more than mere sustenance; they are integral to cultural identity and heritage.

For most of human history, the goal of agriculture has been to produce more food to meet the needs of a growing and hungry population. Improvements in crop and livestock genetics, as well as new feeds and fertilizers, have dramatically increased yields and reduced hunger and poverty, but they have also come at a cost to the environment, health, and animal welfare. Addressing these global challenges while delivering safe, sufficient, appropriate, and nutritious food, requires new ways of producing food.

Fortunately, history shows that this is possible. Farming has changed dramatically over the last one hundred years in particular. The Green Revolution of the 1960s helped usher in many of these changes. While many people focus on the environmental consequences of the Green Revolution, it is worth considering what the world might have been like in the absence of such developments.

In 1970, Norman Borlaug, Father of the Green Revolution, won the Nobel Peace Prize for his contributions to saving a billion lives, but the environmental benefits of this revolution were also significant. For example, if the world were farming today with 1960s technology, we would need 1 billion additional hectares of land to feed the 8 billion humans on the planet, which would require cutting down as much as a quarter of all the forests on the planet. Innovation has allowed farmers to avoid such a disastrous outcome.

Through cooperation and collective effort, we can continue to devise solutions to the myriad issues confronting our planet. Effective communication is crucial in this endeavor—not merely talking, but engaging in meaningful dialogue that bridges divides and fosters genuine understanding. This book aims to facilitate such discussions, eschewing the sort of polarizing language that often hampers progress.

The disparities in meat consumption across the globe are striking and revealing of broader complexities within our food systems. In affluent regions where meat is abundant, reducing consumption may lead to significant environmental benefits and promote healthier lifestyles. Conversely, in areas grappling with nutritional deficiencies, increased access to animal-based foods can profoundly enhance health outcomes, helping to address critical issues such as stunting and cognitive impairment. In addition to the health and environmental issues at play, there are also economic and cultural factors that influence production and consumption. Livestock production is more than an agricultural activity; it is deeply embedded in the cultural fabric of many societies. These contrasting scenarios underscore the necessity for nuanced, region-specific solutions that reflect the complex realities of our global food systems.

The strength of our food system lies in its diversity—diversity of thought, approach, and practice. This diversity not only enriches our discussions, but also enhances our capacity to adapt and thrive in an ever-changing world. We must recognize that not all solutions will be universally accepted, nor do they need to be. Acknowledging that those with differing views are also striving to create a better future is a vital step toward mutual respect and understanding. It is sometimes sufficient to recognize our shared goals, even as we navigate diverse paths toward achieving them.

This book serves as a starting point for a more inclusive conversation about how we coexist with the animals that share our world and how we might continue to do so sustainably and ethically. It is a resource for those eager to engage in informed, thoughtful, and forward-thinking discussions about our place in the natural world and the myriad roles animals play in shaping the health and vitality of our societies. As we journey through these pages, let us seek understanding over confrontation, and unity over division, in our quest for a more balanced and sustainable coexistence.

Together, we can address the significant challenges before us. By reducing the environmental impact of meat production, while ensuring that nutritional needs are met globally, we can create a future where both people and the planet thrive. I hope you are inspired by this book, as I have been to join this vital conversation and contribute to a more sustainable and respectful dialogue about our food systems and our shared future.

Jack Bobo
Director Food Systems Institute University of Nottingham





FOREWORD TO THE ORIGINAL EDITION


Humanity has had an intense relationship with animals, with whom it has shared territory and landscape, from the very beginnings of humankind.

First, as hunters and fishers throughout the Palaeolithic age, then, from the Neolithic period onwards, it was principally livestock farming that provided us with the meat, eggs and milk we needed. We took care of animals on livestock farms or we used animals like dogs and horses, to help us with various activities and functions. And that is how it was for thousands of years.

From the second half of the 20th century, accelerating at the start of the 21st century, a predominantly urban society removed from the countryside and livestock farming, started to “feel” a new relationship with animals. This resulted in the passing of successive laws, initially animal welfare laws and later animal rights laws, supported by an overwhelming majority in society. Initially, this seemed like a positive change. The issue, as always, is finding the balance between animal rights and the dietary and other needs of a growing global population.

This debate continues to rage. Readers of this book will enjoy a work that goes against the grain, questioning certain ideas that are accepted as incontrovertible truths about the use, position and contributions of domesticated animals in today's world. It takes a rigorous and detailed look at the relationship between humans and animals. Indeed, the role animals play in our society will undoubtedly take on a new dimension after you have read this book.

Today, although we share our homes with millions of pets, the urban world ignores animals’ continued fundamental importance in society – the multiple industries that use their products, their importance in the development of medicines that save millions of lives, their role as pack animals in developing countries, and the contribution livestock make to the environment by consuming by-products or clearing the bush and scrubland.

The slaughter, which, until not long ago, was an occasion for celebration and involved a joint effort on the parts of families and neighbours, has disappeared from our lives or is presented to us in reports as something folkloric. We are unaware of the day-to-day reality of livestock farming, as if the steaks, sausages, eggs and milk appeared on the supermarket shelves every morning by magic. We undervalue farmers and their farms, while protesting if meat product prices increase in the supermarkets. Humanity has never been so far removed from the animals that fed it for millennia.

And it is this distance that causes us to have a distorted view of animals’ – and indeed our own – position in society today. While the Renaissance put humans at the centre, making them the most important thing in the universe, today we are seeing a trend towards turning humans into just another animal. The separation between them and us is blurred and they, therefore, deserve to have to the same rights, to be treated the same. It is becoming increasingly common to hear animals referred to as “non-human people” in the media.

If we accept this paradigm, the conclusion is obvious: animals must be happy in the same way that we are, thus closing the circle that has led us from the anthropocentrism of the Renaissance to the anthropomorphism of today’s animal rights movement, which puts animals on an equal footing with humans and rejects the idea of animals being owned or used for food or experiments. At the same time, the majority of people, unaware of this drift, receive these messages – which leave an impression – without seeing a counterpoint to them outside of specialist circles. This gives free rein then, for farmers to be portrayed as exploiters, scientists as torturers, and fishermen as murderers. Is that really the case? Do we rural people have to resignedly accept the demonisation of everything we do and represent?

That is why I recommend reading this book to listen to the voice of science and understand, in this light, our interactions with the animal world and the risk presented by prejudiced extremist attitudes that distort reality and show a profound lack of knowledge of animals.

Today’s all-powerful and hubristic urban society cannot decide, with its simplistic ideals and fantasies, how farm animals should live. Some voices ask for the suppression of intensive livestock farming without considering the harm this would entail for the population's dietary needs.

We need to debate and argue the matter. Therefore, I highly recommend reading this book, which as I said at the start, goes against the grain but is revelatory due to the way it presents surprising information about the current status of animals and our society.

Dare to read it. It will certainly give you food for thought.

Manuel Pimentel Siles
Former Spanish Minister of Labour and Social Affairs





PREFACE


We all interact with animals on a daily basis, whether we are aware of it or not.

From the families that enjoy the company of their cat or dog, to all of us who consume products of animal origin (be it on our plates or in various products from a wide range of industries), to professionals involved in animal breeding and health and the scientists who need animals to develop medicines, we all bear witness to the key – yet often unknown – roles domesticated animals play in our society.

This human-animal interaction should be highly valued given that animals provide us with so many things, from companionship to vital nutrients, unique medicines and labour; indeed, tractors are still a rare sight today in many parts of the world. However, it is instead increasingly called into question by a part of society that sees in domesticated animals the main source of practically all the problems afflicting us: from climate change to cancer, hunger in many parts of the world and the loss of biodiversity. All these problems – and many other catastrophes – are linked to the consumption of animal products and animal breeding, and this vision is accepted as true – or at least viewed with sympathy – by a significant part of the population in the developed world. So much so that the animal rights movement is present in broad swathes of the political spectrum, since in Europe their principles are accepted by parties of all kinds, and its supporters have parliamentary representation in several countries.

Thinking about our relationship with animals is nothing new. The history of philosophy could perhaps be summarised as the attempt to find and explain what makes us human, different to them.

However, this is possibly the first time that the role animals play or should play in our lives is called into question and discussed in personal, societal and political spheres in the way it is today.

And, as a logical consequence, we see change by legislations paying a lot of attention to the animal world: farms, zoos, aquariums, pet shops, research laboratories, and even individuals’ rights to own animals are all strictly regulated. But when we question animals’ place in our world, we are also questioning humans’ place in it.

Many of us have come across demonstrations or street stalls where animal rights activists show carefully selected photographs and videos showing what they describe as the “horrors” of animal experiments or animal husbandry to anyone who will pay attention to them.

Some textbooks, key instruments in the education of future generations, embrace these theories [1], making this vision “the reality” and the yardstick by which our students are graded.
xs
And what is the response we, as citizens interested in animals, give to all these questions? How correct – or not – are these claims, some of which are accepted as absolute and verifiable truths as we have just seen? What arguments and data can we offer so that we can have a well-informed conversation and respond to these claims that are made so frequently, so visibly and so aprioristically?

What can we tell our children when they come back from school and tell us that their teachers have said that milk or meat production is bad for the planet and that cows or chickens or pigs are mistreated and live a life of terror?

The response we give – or don’t give – to this question is likely to mould how future adults will see animals and their social role. If they don’t receive any other message, they will grow up convinced that domesticated animals are an element we must dispense with if we want to build a better world.

The book you are holding doesn’t just aim to be a book to read, it is intended to be a reference manual, and above all a manual for reflection, aimed at everyone interested in domesticated animals and their many contributions to our current society.

It is not so much about taking a position, instead it aims to introduce science into the conversation given that it has been largely removed from the debate, where ideology is now more important than a serene analysis of the data.

When we look at the animal world, we cannot forget the position, central or peripheral, we occupy in relation to it. Are we on the same moral plane? We are seeing ever more references in the media to studies that, theoretically, are progressively erasing the differences we thought existed between rational and irrational beings. According to these theories, human elements such as culture, language and consciousness are nothing more than characteristics that are more developed in Homo sapiens than in other species. They represent a difference in degree rather than a difference in nature between humans and the animal kingdom.

The driving idea behind this work is to provide the reader with a wealth of information, all based on scientific works published by leading international institutions or on studies by authors and publications of the highest prestige. This will give the reader a scientifically sound vision of the reality of domesticated animals in our society, of how much they contribute, of how their absence would inevitably lead to a much worse world, and of the differences not only of degree but also of nature that continue to exist between them and us. It is not necessary to convert animals into something they are not, or us into something we are not, in order to admire or love animals or to care or feel for them.

We all have the chance to influence, even if it is in a small way, how those around us think. If we do not respond with high quality information to messages that link animals to all the catastrophes afflicting the world, to messages that try to place them on the same moral plane as people (and consequently grant them equal rights), to the daily attacks that farmers, animal experiments, fishing and even those with pets are subjected to, then the media and public battle will be lost.

If the most radical theories prevail, animals will not live in better conditions, they will disappear. It is therefore vital to respond to these arguments that have become pervasive in society in general.

We all have a responsibility to provide a measured and reasoned response in our daily lives.

Society, and urban society in particular, which is largely ignorant of the reality of the animal world and its many contributions, will thank us, as will the animals that provide us with so much.






BY WAY OF INTRODUCTION


It was in October 2019 when, in a town hall meeting during the election campaign, US congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (AOC), who has been very active in the climate change mitigation movement, was interrupted by a militant who shouted at the audience: “We only have a few months left … to prevent global warming. We need to eat the babies…” AOC, visibly uncomfortable, couldn’t hide her astonishment at a discourse that is not only not the best way to win votes – or donations – but also produces a deep, instinctive feeling of revulsion. While reducing human activity – including controlling birth rates – may be a potential option for reducing emissions, the mere mention of eating babies is, unquestionably, morally repugnant to the vast majority [2].

No less shocking is the proposal by the Swedish professor Magnus Söderlund that we should eat human cadavers to mitigate the effects of climate change [3].

These are only two examples – we could cite many more – of how the value of a human being is called into question by a part of the population that places humans at the same moral level, with the same value, as animals. Nevertheless, when all is said and done, the majority of us eat meat but not our fellow humans.

We can see that, if animals are on the same moral plane as people, then the logical conclusion is that their use, for example as food, will be called into question not only by animal rights activists but also by numerous media headlines. And the first step towards creating an anti-omnivore public opinion is making farming a scapegoat and promoting its limitation, or even its disappearance, as the solution to pollution, pandemics, fires in the Amazon, or unhealthy diets. Every solution to these problems involves getting rid of livestock, since it is responsible for all the ills afflicting humanity. Some even want to get rid of pets, as they too eat meat.

This book will provide the reader with a reference work for an educated and informed conversation about animal rights and its most common variant: veganism.

Some will find arguments they can use for an informed discussion with a relative who has embraced the cause. There are many parents who don’t know how to respond when their child chooses to go vegan. With this book, they will be able to challenge the reasons behind such a decision.

However, beyond personal needs, this book aims to interrogate the content and consequences of this ideology because, while it is true that everyone should be free to choose what they eat or how they live, it’s also true that the animal rights movement is managing to gradually impose some of its principles onto the real lives of thousands of people – especially children – without them having any chance to resist.

What some people present as positive and well-intentioned initiatives can lead to highly dubious results for the people who have to live with them, often without being consulted first. There are already numerous cities where school canteens limit meat consumption with the supposed aim of caring for the environment when what is really being neglected is the balanced, healthy and varied diet that schoolchildren deserve. Such initiatives include Meatless Monday, an initiative currently imposed in Baltimore, New York and Los Angeles [4], the attempt to impose vegetarian menus in state schools in the French cities of Grenoble and Lyon, and the imposition of vegan menus in a hospital in a British city [5].

We will look at the reasons why animals are given a moral status on a par with humans – especially in the most developed countries – and analyse the environmental, health and social consequences that the implementation of animal rights principles would – and indeed already do – have on society. We will also provide information and data so you can reflect in-depth and make informed arguments when involved in these conversations, which are becoming more and more common in the public and private spheres.






The place of animals in society
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Change has been a constant throughout history. Societies evolve and what was routine at one time becomes a rarity years later. The societies of Ancient Egypt and Ancient Greece had a circular conception of time, and a lot of oriental cultures still do. However, in the West time moves in a straight line.

Other, less transcendental changes mould society. Until a few years ago, it was normal for aeroplanes and buses to have smoking and non-smoking sections. An absurd situation, but one we were all accustomed to at the time.

Technological progress in particular has a significant impact and is driving far-reaching transformations. Aviation, the contraceptive pill and, of course, the internet and social networks have resulted in incredible changes in how we interact with others and behave and relate to them.

If we consider the sacred to be what we would be prepared to kill or die for, we can say that, in the West, until fairly recently there were three things people were willing to make the ultimate sacrifice for: God, their Country and the Revolution. It's unlikely that there are many people who would give their lives for any of these ideas today in our geographical and cultural context.

It's possible that, these days, what we generally consider sacred and what a majority would be prepared to die for is our children. This wasn’t the case not that long ago when children were part of the workforce and had no voice or vote within their families. In the USA, until the 1930s, insurance companies would compensate the death of a child with an amount calculated based on the value assigned to their work in the field [6].

On another note, until well into the 19th century, parents decided who their child would marry. Being free to choose who to marry and to do so for love didn’t stop being an extravagance – that's how our ancestors would see it – until fairly recently [7].

What was normal a few decades ago now seems like an aberration.

We’re now seeing another social change: our relationship with animals. Never before have they occupied such a key space in the lives of millions of people as they do today. The fact that we share our homes with cats and dogs hasn’t just improved their lives – and the lives of a lot of people – it’s also resulted in more attention and interest in domesticated animals in general. This attention and interest mainly comes from the urban world and leads to the projection of a distorted view of livestock farming in the rural environment. This distorted view has given rise to the animal rights movement as we know it today, which we will describe and analyse in more detail later.

The fact that we share our homes with cats and dogs hasn’t just improved their lives – and the lives of a lot of people – it has also resulted in more attention and interest in domesticated animals.
We see the distance between the city and the countryside in the harshest light when we witness behaviours that are not just incomprehensible but profoundly contradictory in the rural environment; for example when inhabitants of big cities move to the country in search of peace and a slower pace of life then complain about a rooster crowing in the morning, as happened in France in 2017 [8]. The bird's owner won the court case and the incident led to the French parliament creating legislation that protects the sounds and smells of the countryside, such as the presence of dung, the noise of tractors or the crowing of the rooster Maurice, against the tide of urbanites ready to take to the courts. There have been more than 18,000 complaints of this nature in France alone in 10 years [9]. Such was the pressure that the mayor of a small town in the south of France put up a sign that read: “When we go to London we don’t make Big Ben stop or stop Nôtre-Dame in Paris doing whatever it does. When you come to live in our small villages, you come to do just that and not to live in an aseptic world. We shouldn’t forget that it is our farmers who grow the food we eat in France” [10].

Spain has not escaped this trend either: a rural hotel complained about the owner of a chicken coop due to the sound of his poultry [11]. We can also see this trend in the lament of a sign put up by a Cantabrian farmer in her home town: “Churches have bells that work. Roosters are our rural alarm clock. Our animals cross streets and roads without notice. The cows wear bells that make noise. Farmers are working to guarantee that society has food to eat. Fertiliser smells bad when it is sprayed on the fields. Remember that you are in the countryside. Respect our customs, cultures and traditions [12]”.
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