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Environmental 
impact of EU farming
Contributes 10.3% of the EU’s greenhouse gas 
emissions, with 70% coming from livestock (1)

Responsible for 93% of ammonia emissions in the 
EU (2)

Accounts for 59% of total freshwater use (3)

The sector pollutes 22% of surface water and 28% of 
groundwater. (3)

Ocean acidity has increased by 30% since the 
1980s, partially due to agricultural impacts (3)

60% of EU soils are classified as unhealthy (4)

Agricultural activities are the primary driver of 
biodiversity loss (5)

…

https://food.ec.europa.eu/horizontal-topics/farm-fork-strategy_en
https://www.eea.europa.eu/en/newsroom/news/emissions-of-key-air-pollutants
https://www.eea.europa.eu/en/topics/in-depth/water?activeTab=fa515f0c-9ab0-493c-b4cd-58a32dfaae0a
https://www.eea.europa.eu/en/topics/in-depth/water?activeTab=fa515f0c-9ab0-493c-b4cd-58a32dfaae0a
https://www.eea.europa.eu/en/topics/in-depth/water?activeTab=fa515f0c-9ab0-493c-b4cd-58a32dfaae0a
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/topics/soil-and-land/soil-health_en
https://www.eea.europa.eu/en/topics/in-depth/biodiversity


Animal Welfare’s role 
in sustainability

Animal welfare = investment in long-term 
sustainability

Good welfare practices contribute to more 
resource efficient, lower emission farming

Benefits of healthier animals
• Higher product quality and growth rate
• Lower mortality
• Reduced use of antibiotics

= More efficient and environmentally friendly 
farming



Animal welfare: cost 
or investment?

Livestock sector sees welfare as a cost

• Better living conditions, veterinary 
costs and more space seen as 
burdens

• Cost efficiency and productivity take 
precedence over welfare

Future-proofing farming = investing in 
animal welfare

• Fewer animals
• Higher welfare standards



Consequences of 
ignoring animal 

welfare
Poor animal welfare is associated with:

• Increased stress and health problems
• Increased risk of zoonotic diseases
• Reduced productivity
• Greater use of resources
• Higher emissions

 
Resulting in:

• Increased costs



Investigating animal welfare 
on a local level



Transport of sick 
animals

• EU law prohibits transport of sick animals 
and those over 90% pregnant

• Focus mainly on long-distance transport, 
but short journeys also pose problems

• Sick and pregnant Dutch dairy cows and 
pigs often dumped at Belgian 
slaughterhouses

• Authorities ignore problems of lax controls 
on transport and slaughter

• Authorities in both countries fail to respond 
to complaints

→ Most information gathered through 
government reports and FOI requests



Sustainable livestock 
farming in densely 

populated areas
• Definitions of sustainable farming?

• Land sharing VS. land sparing 

• Data
• Percentage of land allocated to sustainable livestock 

farming?
• Number of animals reared intensively vs. sustainably?

→ Check government documents, industry reports, academic 
papers

• Legislation and infrastructure
• Which farming practices are government-supported?

→ Check government documents, subsidy schemes, industry 
reports

Interviews with industry professionals:
• Livestock farmers, farmers' unions, abattoirs, 

transport companies

→ Very challenging and time consuming



Animal welfare vs. 
environmental friendly 

technology

Barn fires

• No figures available
• Number of barn fires unknown
• Unknown number of animals killed

→ Local media coverage gave an idea of the number of dead 
animals and the frequency of barn fires.

Poor / non-existent legislation
• Who is responsible for following up? Not 

clear

Green technology exacerbates barn fires
• Air washers accelerate fires
• Closed stalls don't allow animals to 

escape



Lobby / subsidy / 
misinformation

How does national lobbying work? 

→  Check who is talking to whom, industry and 
government documents, FOI requests

How much state money goes to the livestock 
industry?

→  Check annual reports, subsidy schemes

Industry communication strategies

→  Check tools like leaflets and videos, identify 
misinformation and framing techniques



National and local political 
focus on animal welfare

Analysis of party manifestos over the years

• Apparent focus on EU legislation

• Increased attention to livestock farming

• Left-wing parties = sustainable farming and 
animal welfare (land sharing)

• Right-wing parties = technology as solution 
(land sparing)

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10806-023-09899-6#citeas


Get in touch: hus.annick@gmail.com

Join the Animal Welfare Network (Signal Group): scan QR code

mailto:hus.annick@gmail.com

