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Many schemes exist which provide assurance on farm animal welfare. However, different standards and protocols mean the level of welfare assured by schemes can be very diverse, potentially hindering food businesses operating globally from sourcing equivalent higher welfare products. This research investigated the rationale for establishing a recognised network of higher welfare schemes from which authentic higher welfare products can be purchased. Nine assurance schemes and seven food businesses were interviewed. Results confirmed the challenge food businesses face in international trade of products from animals reared to a definable welfare status, due to the lack of recognised equivalence of different assurance schemes. Results provided evidence for international interest in an alliance of higher welfare schemes to provide standardisation of higher welfare, as a solution to this challenge. As a result, a working model of such an alliance was refined and the alliance was launched as “Global Animal Welfare Assurance” (GAWA).
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INTRODUCTION

Certification or assurance schemes are schemes which certify, or provide assurance on, the conditions of farm production, including the level of welfare to which animals are reared (Hubbard, 2012). The assurance of welfare is mainly based on the provision of certain resources (known as input measures) that keep animals safe, comfortable healthy and allow them to meet their behavioural needs: for example, providing hens with a suitable substrate(s) for dustbathing, a behaviour that hens are strongly motivated to perform (Olsson and Keeling, 2005), and therefore suitable litter being a resource that hens want (e.g., Skånberg et al., 2021). According to Dawkins' definition of welfare (“are animals healthy and do they have what they want?”), provision of these inputs improves animal welfare (Dawkins, 2008). Assurance schemes have also started to incorporate animal-based measurements (known as output or outcome measures) i.e., measurements of animal health and behaviour as a way of directly assessing their welfare (Main et al., 2014).

Certification/assurance schemes are often developed and run by private bodies such as industry, farmer or animal welfare organisations (Lundmark et al., 2018). Some consider the origin of such schemes to lie, at least in the UK, with retailers, as a result of pressure from the Food Safety Act introduced in 1990; others argue that it was consumers who were the driving force, due to concerns about food quality standards, including animal welfare; others still claim that livestock producers, mainly the Scottish pig industry, were the original instigators of assurance schemes (reported in Hubbard, 2012). Whatever the origin, by the late 1990s the number of different schemes in the UK had increased greatly, and by 2012 over 20 voluntary schemes existed to assure consumers on standards of food safety, quality, animal welfare and environmental protection (Hubbard, 2012). Not only do numerous assurance schemes exist nationally in the UK, but also all over the world; internationally the number of different schemes is vast.

Assurance schemes provide standards for farming conditions that have the potential to improve welfare. Through their auditing process of every farm member, assurance schemes ensure at the very least that minimum legislative standards and codes of recommendation are met. As although legislative standards are mandatory, policing of this legislation only occurs on a subset of farms, for example if there have been any complaints about the welfare of the livestock Animal Plant Health Agency (2016). This leads to the potential for cases of non-compliance with legislation. Compliance with legislation is a particular issue in some areas of legislation in the UK and the EU, for example the provision of sufficient and suitable enrichment in pigs, and adhering to the ban on routine tail docking (Nalon and De Briyne, 2019). KilBride et al. (2011) demonstrated that members of assured or organic schemes are more likely to comply with animal welfare legislation than those that are not certified members. Likewise, Clark et al. (2016) identified that farmers in private assurance schemes showed better compliance with animal welfare regulations than non-members. Mullan et al. (2016) demonstrated that private assurance schemes introducing welfare outcome assessment into their standards led to a significant reduction in the prevalence of feather loss (compared to before animal outcomes such as feather cover were monitored). Extrapolating their results predicted an extra 1.8 million fully feathered cage-free birds in the UK thanks to these assurance schemes, alongside wider industry initiatives to improve feather cover. Furthermore, an introduction of assessor training in the schemes to encourage farmer behaviour-change was associated with over half the farmers reporting they had made on-farm changes to improve bird welfare (Mullan et al., 2016).

Whilst it is therefore positive that many assurance schemes exist, as they help to increase the proportion of farmed animals with improved welfare, the number of different schemes can lead to confusion. Because schemes operate to different welfare standards, as well as different inspection, certification and accreditation systems (Main et al., 2014), the level of welfare assured by these different schemes can often be very different. The UK's Farm Animal Welfare Council (2009) states that many consumers are motivated about animal welfare but are confused with information that is provided and are therefore uncertain when making their choice between products.

It is not only consumers that can become confused by the different assurance schemes available, but also businesses (i.e., any organisation sourcing food and providing it to the public), especially when operating on an international level. As explained by Main et al. (2014), “there is no internationally agreed mechanism for recognising the equivalence of animal welfare schemes. The lack of standardisation is a complication in international trade as the lack of clarity may impede demand for products from animals reared according to specified levels of welfare… Whilst an international framework continues to be absent it is difficult for the food industry to trade products with a definable welfare status when different countries use different private certification schemes. In contrast the agreed international frameworks available for the organic sector have facilitated significant international trade in organic products.”

As a solution, Main et al. (2014) suggested that “voluntary agreements between interested scheme owners in different countries could form a basis for defining the mutual recognition of ‘higher’ welfare schemes. Similar approaches have been used in other sectors. For example, a voluntary agreement between organic certifying bodies has led to a Global Organic Textile Standard which enables mutual recognition of schemes in different countries.”

This idea led to several welfare assurance schemes, as well as academics, coming together in 2017 to form such a voluntary working group. Originally called the “Global Federation of Higher Animal Welfare Assurance,” the founding members of this group were RSPCA Assured (UK) along with its parent charity, the RSPCA; the Soil Association (UK); Beter Leven (NL); SPCA Blue Tick (NZ); Global Animal Partnership (USA) and until late 2019, Animal Welfare Approved (USA). These welfare assurance schemes are considered as higher welfare schemes in that their standards go above and beyond legal requirements for animal welfare in their respective countries, as well as including welfare outcome measures in addition to input measures, something that is considered best practise in welfare assurance (Main et al., 2014).

The aim of the working group was to define the recognition of authentically higher welfare schemes not by using their own standards as the benchmark, but by developing an evidence-based framework of higher welfare. These frameworks, for each of the major farmed species, were created by scientific advisors in the form of academics from the University of Bristol (UK) and the Royal Agricultural University (UK).

The frameworks for higher welfare standards cover the reduction of negative experiences through promoting health, avoiding mutilations, measuring welfare outcomes, and welfare at slaughter, as well as increasing positive experiences through increasing opportunities for comfort, confidence, interest and pleasure. Requirements within each of these categories that were above EU/UK legislation and had an evidence base of improving animal welfare were taken as the defining level of higher welfare standards. The frameworks can be viewed online: www.gawassurance.org/higher-welfare-frameworks.

The idea behind these higher welfare frameworks was that if other assurance schemes could meet the requirements set out by the frameworks, then they could become a member of this network. By establishing a recognised network of higher welfare schemes from which authentic higher welfare products can be purchased, the vision is to create a global source of such products which could increase demand by improving identification, availability and supply. In this way the working group hopes to achieve its ultimate mission of increasing the proportion of animals around the world farmed to higher welfare standards.

This working group received funding from the UK's Farm Animal Welfare Forum (FAWF) to support initial development. FAWF is a not for profit group of organisations concerned with improving farm animal welfare: the University of Bristol's Animal Welfare and Behaviour Group, the British Veterinary Association, Compassion in World Farming, the Food Animal Initiative, the Royal Agricultural University, RSPCA, the Soil Association, and World Animal Protection. As part of this development, the group wished to engage with other assurance schemes and food businesses to gain an understanding of how beneficial they would find the existence of such an alliance, what the potential advantages and disadvantages could be, and of two potential operating models of the alliance, which they would find most useful. In addition, although the lack of standardisation of welfare assurance schemes is considered a complication for businesses trading livestock products internationally, there are no published studies to confirm this.

Therefore, the aims of this study were to examine whether international trade in animal products produced to a defined level of animal welfare is a challenge for food businesses, and to investigate the potential of an alliance of higher welfare schemes meeting a science-led definition of higher welfare as a mechanism for overcoming this challenge. The study also aimed to assess whether welfare assurance schemes worldwide saw any benefits of, and their interest in, becoming a member of such an alliance, as well as their ability to become a member based on time and resources available. Finally, the study aimed to refine the business model proposed by this alliance, and determine a suitable name, based on feedback from these stakeholders.



MATERIALS AND METHODS


Ethics Approval

This study was approved by the University of Bristol's Health and Life Sciences Faculty Research Ethics Committee. Participants were given an information sheet informing them about the study and asked to voluntarily consent to their responses being included in a research publication.



Recruitment

Recruitment and interviewing of participants were conducted between August–September 2019.

A member of the research team (ER) contacted potential participants by email and/or phone using details supplied to ER by the alliance's founding members, with the contacts' consent. Potential participants included both farm assurance schemes and food companies, i.e., organisations which could potentially use the services provided by the alliance. Potential participants were given background information about the alliance and the reasons for conducting the research. They were also informed about the time commitment of the interview and confidentiality of the conversation, in that individuals and organisations would not be identified as having taken part in the research, and that data would be shared on an anonymised, aggregated basis only. Based on this information, the potential participants could decide whether to participate.



Interview

The research team (ER and SM) consulted a representative (JR) from a specialist agency OKO (www.oko.agency) with expertise in market research, to design the interview questionnaire (designed by JR). A full copy of the questionnaire is available as Supplementary Material.

Interviews were conducted by the same member of the research team (ER) either by phone or internet conferencing and lasted around 45 min for food businesses and 1 h for assurance schemes. Interviewee responses were collected using an interview capture form designed by OKO (JR).

A thematic analysis was carried out by a member of the team from the specialist consultancy OKO (JR). This is a method of analysing qualitative data by identifying and interpreting patterns of meaning (themes). These key themes are presented, along with some descriptive background information on the schemes and food companies that participated Descriptive quantitative data (average scores and number of participants in each score category) were also produced for questions where participants were asked to score their interest in the alliance and how useful they find the concept of the alliance.


Interview Structure
 
Descriptive Data

Questions were asked to gain an understanding about the operating location(s) of each organisation, and for assurance schemes, the size and income of the organisation, and therefore their capacity in terms of time and resources to become members of the alliance.



Welfare Standards

Assurance schemes were asked the standards they apply in their scheme and how they develop them. For food businesses, questions were asked on the welfare standards applied in their supply chain.



Key Challenges

Assurance schemes were asked the key challenges they face e.g., in attracting new members to choose them over other assurance schemes, in order to assess potential membership benefits to these schemes.



Response to Concept

The concept of the alliance was proposed to all interviewees as follows:

“A federation of animal welfare schemes with a common set of global standards. Schemes can become a member and implement these global standards and/or benchmark themselves against these standards. Member companies will be able to understand clearly how the standards of the schemes they belong to benchmark on a global basis.”

Based on this proposal, the interviewee was asked to give their feedback on the potential benefits and barriers to being part of such an alliance, as an open-ended question. They also were asked to score a list of potential benefits, on a scale of 1 to 10 where 10 is very important and 1 is not important. The order of the list was randomised for each interview to control for response (order-effects) bias. For assurance schemes, this list was:

• Having access to scientific expertise in animal welfare.

• Having access to the latest global trends in animal welfare.

• Ensuring that your standards are based on the latest scientific research in animal welfare and behaviour.

• Being able to benchmark your scheme against other schemes internationally.

• Being able to identify ways in which you can improve standards on your own scheme.

• Being able to share ideas/best practise on how to operate and grow a scheme.

• Being able to demonstrate where your scheme's standards fit with a global standard.

• Being able to develop/improve standards for species your scheme doesn't currently focus on or cover.

• Providing you with a clear path and goals for improving standards on your scheme to achieve the highest welfare standards.

• Giving your scheme greater credibility.

• Attracting new farmer members to your scheme.

• Associating your scheme with the highest standards in animal welfare.

• Helping your scheme compete more effectively against other schemes.

For food businesses, this list was:

• Being able to select schemes from an approved global list of federation members.

• Being sure that the schemes you are a member of/ might wish to join apply common animal welfare standards.

• Ensuring that schemes you are a member of/might wish to join apply the highest possible animal welfare standards.

• Knowing that the schemes you are a member of/might wish to join have global recognition and credibility.

• Being able to clearly demonstrate how the animal welfare standards you apply fit within a global standard.

• Knowing that your company is applying the same/similar standards in each country it operates in.

• Knowing that the schemes you are a member of/might wish to join have standards for all species.

The participants' interest in becoming a member of the alliance was gauged with the following question:

For schemes: Overall how interested would you be in becoming a member? (In principle, put aside the issue of cost for the moment) (rate on a scale of 1 to 10 where 10 is very interested and 1 is not interested).

For food companies: What could be the benefits to your company of the existence of a global animal welfare federation like this?



Response to Model Options

Two potential models on which the alliance's higher welfare frameworks and membership criteria could be structured were presented, as follows:

OPTION A: The federation would operate a single set of higher animal welfare standards for each species. Only schemes which reach these higher standards are able to join the federation. The federation acts as a membership organisation for schemes globally which operate higher animal welfare standards.

OPTION B: The federation would operate tiered membership (for example Gold, Silver, Bronze). schemes can join the relevant tier for each species. The federation acts as a membership organisation for schemes globally, encouraging them to improve their standards and climb up the tiers (e.g., from Bronze to Silver to Gold).

The order of these options was alternated for each interview to control for response (order-effects) bias. Interviewees were asked to give their feedback on the potential benefits and barriers to being part of such an alliance, and their interest in becoming a member, for each of the business models.



Cost of Membership

Schemes were asked about their anticipation of the monetary cost for joining such an alliance.



Name of Alliance

Finally, all participants were asked an open question on their opinion of the name “Global Federation of Higher Animal Welfare Assurance,” and which words in the name they felt were important within this name to convey the purpose of the alliance.






RESULTS AND DISCUSSION


Schemes
 
Descriptive Data

Of the nine schemes participating in the research, two were operating in the UK, one in Australia, one in New Zealand, one in Germany, one in Austria and one in Switzerland; one scheme operated in Austria and Germany, and one in Germany, Austria and Luxemburg. Three schemes were run by an NGO, one by a not for profit farmer organisation, and 5 were private sector organisations. Schemes employed between 8 and 61, although one scheme employed 330 individuals (median 27.5, missing data for one scheme). The annual income ranged from ~20,000 to 14,000,000 Euro (converted from local currency), although the scheme with 330 employees had an annual turnover of 221,000,000 Euro (median 2,500,000 Euro). The types of members of these schemes ranged from producers/farmers (either directly or indirectly via processors/retailers), processors, retailers (which were then licenced to use the scheme's accreditation label) and food services. Membership size ranged greatly, from 5 to 48,000 members (median 1,250 – missing data from one scheme). Three schemes were organic, one scheme had a sustainability focus, and one scheme included an emphasis on environmental protection, food safety and traceability; four schemes had animal welfare as their only focus.

Thus, most schemes were relatively small organisations with limited resources that would likely need strong arguments to justify a return on investment (ROI) if paying a membership fee to join a higher welfare alliance.



Welfare Standards

The species covered by the nine schemes' standards was very mixed, from single species to all major farmed species. For the schemes within Europe, animal welfare regulations (e.g., EU regulations) provide a baseline for the standards. In Australia and New Zealand, in-country regulations and commercial standards were seen to be lower than EU regulations. These schemes had a sense of being disconnected from the rest of the world in terms of the level standards; the scheme in Australia felt their standards may not be able to meet a globally unifying standard of welfare based on European standards because these are higher than the reality in Australia. The New Zealand scheme felt that their standards were higher than those of Europe, due to the unique climatic factors and land availability of New Zealand enabling them to give animals increased opportunities for good welfare beyond what is practically achievable in Europe.

The schemes' standards were produced via collaboration e.g., with producers, processors, retailers, universities, vets and vet groups, and industry groups. There was reference in some cases to looking at standards in other countries and informal discussions with other schemes. All schemes' standards have developed and continue to develop over time, via ongoing updates through research and practical experience. There was some evidence of international benchmarking of standards (three examples of benchmarking against other schemes internationally, and one example of a joint scientific inter-country project).

The overarching theme emerging from this part of the interview was that welfare standard development approaches are collaborative and improved over time, with some benchmarking against other schemes in Europe.



Key Challenges

Ensuring inclusivity and ways to bring the whole farming marketplace along with them, rather than allowing farmers to “drop out,” developing standards that ensure good welfare whilst being practically applicable within the realities of the commercial environment, providing a return on investment (ROI) argument for farmers, processors and retailers, and challenging consumer expectations of cheap food, were key challenges identified by the participants. Thus, it emerged that most schemes were attempting to strike a balance between stretching standards towards higher welfare and encouraging participation of the marketplace. Other key challenges identified were how to consistently apply standards when audits are conducted independently, ensuring the skills and competences of inspectors and inspection regimes, and weather and environmental issues (e.g., severe drought episodes in Australia).

In terms of attracting members to join their scheme, the key challenges identified by participants were: providing clarity to potential members as to whether an ROI exists; concerns from potential members that the standards are too high and therefore difficult to achieve; the costs of joining and operating to the standards being too high; the costs and effort of being audited; and, in the UK, political uncertainty. The key reasons that members choose to join identified by the participants were: trust in and credibility of the scheme; consumer demand and marketplace pressure for higher welfare; corporate social responsibility; the potential ability to charge a premium; and retailer requirements, or farmers “forced” to join by a processor.

The main conclusion drawn from this part of the interview was that schemes need to make a ROI justification argument to potential members, and credibility is key in supporting this.

Finally, in terms of competition as a key challenge for schemes, there appeared to be a mixed picture: some perceive a complete lack of any competition; some perceive competition coming from schemes with parallel purposes e.g., organic schemes; some see some competition provided by a range of niche, often species-specific schemes; one participant identified competition from retailers setting up their own schemes. Thus, it seemed that although the participating schemes may be competing with other schemes, they tend not to see themselves in a competitive marketplace – this may be because there is common cause (i.e., improving animal welfare).



Response to Concept

Schemes scored (out of 10) how interested they were in joining the alliance; Figure 1 shows the number of schemes in three score categories (1–4, 5–7, and 8–10). One scheme felt unable to answer this question based on the information provided. The average score given was 6.1. This suggests an overall positive level of interest in being part of the alliance.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. Number of schemes in three score categories (1–4, 5–7, and 8–10, where 10 is the maximum score) illustrating how interested they were in joining the alliance.


The participants rated the importance of potential benefits of being a member of the alliance. The mean score given for each of the listed potential benefits are illustrated in Figure 2 along with the standard deviation of the scores. This shows that the key benefits seen by schemes in such an alliance are sharing ideas and best practise, accessing relevant scientific research, and building credibility. This willingness of farm assurance schemes to collaborate, and the motivations behind this willingness, provide an interesting insight.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2. Schemes' mean ratings (out of 10) and standard deviation (in parentheses) of the importance of potential benefits of being a member of the alliance.


The conclusions drawn from this segment of the interview were that the response to the idea of a global federation is overall positive, although the conversations suggested this was often driven by a desire not to be “left out of the loop.” Schemes see the most benefit to the alliance in sharing best practise and expertise. Although schemes saw globally-unifying principles for standards in animal welfare are potentially useful, there was some concern about local applicability, due to country differences in factors such as climate, land availability, farming approaches, consumer attitudes etc.



Response to Model Options

Option A (the single set of higher welfare standards model) was the preferred model for four of the schemes, and option B (the tiers of increasing welfare model) was preferred by five schemes.

Figure 3 shows the number of schemes in three score categories (1–4, 5–7, and 8–10) based on the score they gave (out of ten) for their interest in joining the alliance if it were based on either model. The average scores were 5.4 for option A and 5.7 for option B. This suggests that there was no strong preference between schemes for either option.
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FIGURE 3. Number of schemes in three score categories (1–4, 5–7, and 8–10, where 10 is the maximum score) illustrating how interested they were in joining the alliance if it were based on either model: (A) Option A: single set of higher welfare standards or (B) Option B: tiers of welfare standards.


The participants saw the following benefits to option A (a single set of higher welfare standards):

• Clear and simple

• Can act as aspirational target for schemes

• Can act to make the biggest difference to animal welfare in terms of the level of their welfare

They had the following concerns about option A:

• Potentially exclusive, as either the standard may be too high for individual countries or schemes, or the standards may be lower than those being used currently

• One set of standards may be limited as an incentive for schemes to improve standards

They saw the following benefits to option B (tiers of welfare standards):

• More open and inclusive

• The focus of this model appears to be on continuous improvement

• Can act to make the biggest difference to animal welfare in terms of affecting a larger volume of the market, and so more animals

They had the following concerns about option B:

• Tiering is confusing, difficult to develop and not a simple message to communicate

• It may be difficult or inapplicable to climb tiers in certain countries, or no incentive to do so

Overall, it seemed that schemes were looking for a balance between inclusivity and simplicity. The schemes felt that a single standard is likely to be most workable, and that tiers could be more inclusive, but also more complex.



Cost of Membership

The objective of a membership fee for the alliance is to cover the administrative costs e.g., processing applications, providing feedback on applications, responding to queries, facilitating meetings within the alliance and with external parties, etc. Most participants were unable to suggest a cost for membership. When asked how interested, on a scale of one to ten, they would be in joining the alliance if the annual fee was 10,000 USD (an arbitrary figure chosen to get a sense of willingness to pay for membership of the alliance), the average score was 3.5, based on six responses; three participants felt unable to answer this question, but generally described this cost as prohibitive. Most were concerned about how they would justify this cost, and if this cost would be passed on to members. Some participants also considered the additional internal non-monetary costs of being a member in terms of time commitment, which could potentially be prohibitive to low-resource organisations.




Food Businesses
 
Descriptive Data

Of the seven food businesses interviewed, three were retailers, two were processors and one a consumer goods company. One was a public procurement organisation, and therefore not a commercial enterprise, but still a potential end-user of the alliance's services in that the organisation seeks to source higher welfare animal products. All organisations were based in Europe: two in the Netherlands, one in the UK, and one in Austria. One operated in the Netherlands and Belgium, one in the Netherlands and Germany, and one in the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, France and Poland.



Welfare Standards

The organisations either applied their own standards or adhered to the animal welfare standards of a scheme recognised in that country; they expected suppliers to adhere to this standard set, and could demand this. Retailers assessed schemes based on benchmarking of standards against their requirements. They reported benchmarking within their own supply chains, but only limited benchmarking against schemes they don't belong to. Supply chains were found to consist of a mixture of closed chains, designed to ensure quality and consistency, and open market purchasing. Processors and retailers were often working to meet consumer demands for local meat. Participants were found to have some access to animal welfare expertise directly, for example via universities, vets, government and NGOs. Consumer-facing processors and retailers reported taking into account market sentiment on animal welfare. There was some membership identified of global organisations on sustainability, environment, organics and medicines, but no membership of global animal welfare initiatives. There was one mention of GlobalGAP (n.d.) as a global standard for food safety and sustainability, which also includes voluntary global animal welfare standards.

A key conclusion drawn from this part of the interview was that food businesses get advice from a wide range of sources, and assimilate this into an animal welfare strategy that balances science with consumer sentiment.

A further theme drawn from the discussion on welfare standards was that animal welfare is important to these organisations, but there are some significant challenges in driving this agenda. These could be categorised into:

Cost

1. Organisations must prove the value of increased animal welfare whilst maintaining cost competitiveness.

2. They must also ensure that consumers recognise and pay for higher welfare.

Complexity

3. Supply chains are complex, especially when dealing with international supply chains.

4. Organisations are forced to work with multiple assurance schemes, for example for different species, countries, purposes (e.g., animal welfare, sustainability, quality control) as well as their own standards.

5. Animal welfare is not the only issue organisations need to take into account, and therefore must take a holistic view of animal welfare alongside sustainability, environmental and food safety/quality issues.

Consistency

6. Organisations find it hard to make comparisons between countries in animal welfare standards, due to differences in geography, culture, farming practises, etc.

7. Even when the same scheme is used in different countries, outcomes from the scheme's standards may not be the same, due to differences in auditing and the factors outlined in the point above.

Change

• Organisations encounter resistance to change amongst producers; for example, producers feel that if they agree to change their practises, they are effectively admitting they have been treating animals badly up until that point.

• The decisions on whether to work with welfare assurance schemes are rationally based, often focused on the extent to which membership will create leverage with consumers. Key reasons for joining a scheme included: trust and credibility of a scheme; consumer awareness of that scheme; the scheme having similar standards to their own; the ability to collaborate on the standards development within that scheme; and the scheme being the only in-country option for welfare assurance. Key objections to joining a scheme were how the schemes standards fit with their own standards, and proving an ROI, as discussed above.

Points 3, 4, 6, and 7 in particular highlight the challenge food businesses face in sourcing products produced to a defined level of animal welfare.



Response to Concept

Food businesses scored (out of 10) how useful it would be for their company to be able to select from animal welfare schemes which are members of such an alliance; Figure 4 shows the number of schemes in three score categories (1–4, 5–7, and 8–10). The average score was 7.0, suggesting very positive interest in the existence of the alliance.


[image: Figure 4]
FIGURE 4. Number of food companies in three score categories (1–4, 5–7, and 8–10, where 10 is the maximum score) illustrating how useful it would be for their company to be able to select from animal welfare schemes which are members of an alliance of higher welfare schemes.


The participants rated the importance of potential benefits of selecting assurance schemes that are a member of the alliance. Figure 5 illustrates the mean scores and standard deviation of the scores. The key benefit for food businesses appears to be the ability to demonstrate consistency in animal welfare on a global basis; although somewhat counterintuitively, they rated ensuring application of the same or similar standards in each country they operate in as less important, although it may be that participants felt that standardisation across all countries was unrealistic rather than unimportant


[image: Figure 5]
FIGURE 5. Food businesses' mean ratings (out of 10) and standard deviation (in parentheses) of the importance of potential benefits of selecting assurance schemes that are a member of the alliance.


Thus, the response to the idea of a global federation was mainly positive, and food companies saw a benefit of the alliance in providing global consistency in higher welfare, but there was some doubt about how it will work “on the ground” according to local realities. Participants also saw a need for integration of the alliance within the wider sustainability agenda.



Response to Model Options

Option A (the single set of higher welfare standards model) was the preferred model for four of the seven food companies, and option B (the tiers of increasing welfare model) was preferred by three out of seven. Figure 6 shows the score (out of ten) for interest in joining the alliance if it were based on either model. The average scores were 6.6 for option A and 6.9 for option B. As with the schemes, this suggests that there was no strong preference for either option over the other.
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FIGURE 6. Food businesses' score (out of ten) for interest the alliance if it were based on either model: (A) Option A: single set of higher welfare standards or (B) Option B: tiers of welfare standards.


The participants saw the following benefits to option A (a single set of higher welfare standards):

• Clear and simple, easy to understand model

• The model makes it clear which are the higher welfare schemes

They had the following concerns about option A:

• The potential for schemes they are members of to be excluded or left behind

• How application of the standards will be assessed and controlled

• Emerging markets are likely to be excluded

They saw the following benefits to option B (tiers of welfare standards):

• More open and inclusive

• Ability to benchmark easily, to see where standards fit by country

• Allows continuous improvement

They had the following concerns about option B:

• Tiering is confusing and not a simple message to communicate

Therefore, like the scheme participants, food companies were also split on which was the best operating model (a single standard of higher welfare vs. tiers of welfare). There was some concern around a single standard in terms of setting too high a benchmark, but agreement that simplicity is key. Thus overall, it seemed that like schemes, food companies are looking for a balance between inclusivity and simplicity.




Name of Alliance

Most participants felt that “Global Federation of Higher Animal Welfare Assurance” was too long, and having a simple name and/or acronym would carry more weight. The words that participants selected as important in conveying the purpose of the alliance were “global,” “animal welfare,” and “assurance.”



Key Conclusions

Based on the conversations with both schemes and food companies, the following overall themes and key conclusions emerged.

It appeared that there was global interest in the existence of an alliance of higher welfare assurance schemes providing a globally-unifying definition of “higher welfare” based on scientific evidence. There was also desire for such an alliance, whilst setting the bar for higher welfare internationally, to foster inclusivity and continuous improvement, in order to embrace a larger proportion of the market and so affect the welfare of a greater volume of animals. Participants felt that a framework for higher welfare should focus on broad concepts, rather than prescriptive details, to allow for variability by country and marketplace. Finally, there was recognition that the alliance should foster flexibility in order to have the potential to join forces with global sustainability organisations, and for the welfare standards to be integrated into wider standards on sustainability.

Representatives from food companies confirmed the challenges in global sourcing of animal products to a required standard of animal welfare, and agreed in principle with the idea of globally-harmonised standards for higher welfare as a potential solution to this challenge; however, both groups of participants had concerns about how global standards would work in practise. Both groups agreed that simplicity is key: the role and aims of the alliance must be easy to understand, and a single “bar” defining what constitutes “higher welfare” that could be worked towards may be more effective in practise than tiers of different levels of welfare, which are likely to be more complicated both to develop, audit organisations against, and explain to potential members and end users of the alliance. The concept that was favoured in the tiers approach was the idea of inclusivity and continuous improvement; therefore, the single standards approach should still incorporate a philosophy of inclusivity that enables schemes, farmers, industry, etc. to improve towards a common standard of higher welfare. Representatives from schemes valued a collaborative, inclusive approach in order to help each other develop, and one that takes into account huge variations internationally (e.g., in terms geography, weather, farming approaches, markets, consumers).

Both schemes and food companies were keen to ensure that the definition of higher welfare would be based on scientific research to add credibility; one participant from the food companies group in particular voiced the need for science-based standards rather than standards led by consumer perception of what higher welfare should be. Participants also wanted further information on how the alliance plans to ensure that these standards are being applied on the ground.

Finally, in terms of cost of involvement for schemes, it appears that 10,000 USD is too high and potentially prohibitive as a membership fee, and the level of involvement is an additional hidden cost that needs considering.



Outcome of the Research

Limitations of this study include the small sample size of food businesses and farm assurance schemes, and that the countries represented in the samples are relatively high-income with societies that could be considered to value animal welfare more than other countries. Nonetheless, valid and valuable insights have been gained from the participants which have led to the following conclusions and outcomes.

This research has confirmed the challenge food companies face in international trade of products from animals reared to a definable welfare status, due to the lack of recognised equivalence of different welfare assurance schemes. It has also provided evidence for international interest in an alliance of higher welfare schemes to provide standardisation and determine the authenticity of higher welfare claims, as a solution to this challenge.

Based on these results, the alliance was renamed “Global Animal Welfare Assurance” to keep the message of the group simple, and these were the words identified by stakeholders as important in conveying the purpose of the alliance. In order to achieve a balance between inclusivity and simplicity, two priorities emerging from the interviews, a modified version of “option A” in the interview (the single set of higher welfare standards) was chosen as the working model of the alliance. This model is illustrated in Figure 7. The model has a single set of higher welfare standards, i.e., a single line or “bar” of what defines higher welfare for all the major farmed species, to enable the alliance to communicate a simple message of which assurance schemes are authentically higher welfare (i.e., those that reach this bar). However, this model effectively incorporates a three-tiered approach. Below the red bar denotes what is not higher welfare: this being criteria which either meet or are below UK/EU legislation. Any scheme below this line for any of the species it covers cannot be considered as a higher welfare scheme. In between the red bar and the green bar is a tier of “working towards higher welfare.” If schemes meet the requirement for this tier, whilst they can't become full members of the alliance, they can become affiliated with the alliance (e.g., as “aspirers”) through which they can advertise their commitment to becoming authentically higher welfare (e.g., by adding a message about aspiring membership to GAWA on their website). Not only does this model allow for inclusivity of a greater proportion of assurance schemes, but it also cultivates continuous improvement. To further incorporate a culture of continuous improvement, above the green bar interventions will be outlined that improve animal welfare further and further, which members are encouraged to work towards.


[image: Figure 7]
FIGURE 7. Schematic of the working model of the frameworks for Global Animal Welfare Assurance (GAWA).


The use of scientifically evidenced broad concepts in the higher welfare frameworks, in terms of management and resource provision, will allow for some variability in local applicability according to country conditions, a concern raised by both schemes and food businesses, whilst still ensuring that higher welfare is achieved. In addition, the monitoring and improvement of welfare outcome measures, which are not dependant on local conditions, play a key part in the frameworks. For example, in the GAWA framework for dairy cattle welfare standards, the higher welfare requirements for reducing negative experiences are: standards must provide whole of life welfare assurance; there is farm action to reduce medicine use; no tail docking is carried out; there is no routine dehorning, no disbudding/dehorning or castration is carried out without anaesthesia and long-term post procedure pain relief; welfare outcomes are monitored and there is farm action to improve welfare outcomes to reach a threshold, and maximum transport time is 8 h.

Furthermore, a system of derogations will also be determined, to further allow for variability in local conditions and account for countries where it is not currently possible to meet a higher welfare condition. For example, a higher welfare requirement in the GAWA framework for broilers (meat chickens) is that only slower growing breeds are permitted. Slower growing breeds are not however commercially available in New Zealand and therefore are currently not included in SPCA Blue Tick's standards. The derogation process will require proof that the scheme is actively working towards being able to achieve this condition (e.g., in SPCA Blue Tick's case, lobbying for the availability of slower growing breeds). The higher welfare bar, whilst being science-led, also incorporates what is practically achievable by the founding member schemes, so as not to set the bar so high that no scheme would be able to reach it.

Finally, in response to the concern over differences in auditing of requirements between schemes, GAWA will include requirements for auditing processes as part of the frameworks, to ensure that these standards are being correctly applied in reality. The role of providing training for auditors was also added to GAWA's remit.

The cost of membership is yet to be confirmed but rather than a flat fee, will be adjusted according to each scheme's income and resources, based on participant feedback.

As schemes saw the most benefit to the alliance in sharing best practise and relevant scientific research, the alliance will be marketed as a knowledge sharing platform, and the collaborative nature of the alliance will be emphasised, giving members access to expertise in order to further develop their own standards. Furthermore, as participants saw a need for integration of the alliance within the wider sustainability agenda, an additional service of providing animal welfare expertise to organisations working on other sustainability issues, was added to the alliance's remit. This research is, to the author's knowledge, the first to provide evidence for a shortcoming of the existence of multiple welfare assurance schemes on an international scale; a concern previously raised by others (Farm Animal Welfare Council, 2009; Main et al., 2014) but until now remaining unevidenced. It confirms that while animal welfare is important to this sample of food businesses, these companies are frustrated in their efforts to trade products from animals reared to a definable welfare status on an international scale, due to the lack of recognised equivalence of different assurance schemes. The survey has identified challenges faced by food businesses in driving the animal welfare agenda, which can be categorised under “cost,” “complexity,” “consistency,” and “change.”

This research has also provided evidence for a potential solution to this challenge in the form of an internationally-standardised framework, and therefore definition, of higher welfare and mutual recognition of higher welfare schemes in different countries through membership within a global alliance. The research has helped to refine the working model and aims of such an alliance of higher welfare schemes, in order to establish a recognised network of such schemes and so an easily-identifiable global source of authentically higher welfare products. In this way, the alliance has moved closer towards its mission of increasing the supply of and demand for higher welfare products, and so the proportion of animals farmed to higher welfare standards around the world.

At the time of writing, GAWA has been launched as a Community Interest Company (CIC) registered to the UK and is accepting new members. More information can be found at: www.gawassurance.org.
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