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Abstract Organic farming promotes animal husbandry practices that consider the 
welfare of the animals on the farm. The concept of animal welfare and the standards 
that should encompass this concept have in many cases been largely generalised in 
practice, which leaves relevant aspects of animal freedom or capabilities insuffi-
ciently addressed. This chapter puts forth the prospect that the capabilities approach 
offers an appropriate practical platform by which to improve welfare in farm ani-
mals by meeting a wider range of their natural needs and abilities. The capabilities 
approach coupled with effective health planning could foster organic husbandry 
towards a more acceptable production system for farmers and consumers alike.
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14.1  Introduction

Animal welfare is a much debated, and often highly emotive topic. Many differ-
ent views can be taken when considering how to best provide our animals with 
ethically-just living conditions to meet their needs. In some ways, it is our immedi-
ate sympathy and compassion for nonhuman animals that has driven the notion of 
creating just relations between humans and animals, and ensuring that animals live 
lives that are worth living from their own perspective. On the other hand, we cannot 
rely on sympathy alone to bring about conscientious change. With the increased in-
dustrialisation of farming, research and scientific facts are needed to support ethical 
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decision-making. The aim of this chapter is to discuss the reality of animal welfare 
on organic farms today, as a function of evidence and knowledge.

Deepening our scientific knowledge of animal welfare provides greater support 
for the deserved moral status of the animals. Several practical methods for assess-
ing animal welfare have already been developed and implemented in the field (see 
Veissier et al. 2012). It is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss them in detail. 
Instead, this chapter evaluates the extent to which current organic principles, as pro-
posed by the IFOAM (International Federation of Organic Movements 2012), meet 
the animal welfare standards as laid out in two different concepts, the five freedoms 
and the capabilities of animals.

14.2  The Five Freedoms: Ideal States for Welfare?

The five freedoms were developed to account for both the physical and psychologi-
cal well-being of the animal which, taken together, define animal welfare. These 
were proposed as ‘ideal states’ to work towards rather than standards of acceptable 
(minimum) levels of welfare. They were intended to provide a framework for wel-
fare analysis for animals on the farm, in transit, at market or at the place of slaughter 
(Farm animal Welfare Council: fawc.org accessed 03/04/12). The five freedoms 
include:

1. Freedom from Hunger and Thirst—by sufficient access to fresh water and a diet 
to maintain full health and vigour.

2. Freedom from Discomfort—by providing an appropriate environment including 
shelter and a comfortable resting area.

3. Freedom from Pain, Injury or Disease—by health promotion, disease prevention 
and relevant immediate intervention in the event of any condition that causes 
pain, injury or disease.

4. Freedom to Express Normal Behaviour—by providing sufficient space, proper 
facilities and company of the animal’s own kind.

5. Freedom from Fear and Distress—by ensuring conditions and handling that min-
imise mental or emotional suffering.

Certain elements of the five freedoms may be at odds with organic animal husbandry. 
Firstly, the five freedoms most likely challenge the cultural values or personal opin-
ions of the farmer or their respective society (Tague 2010). Farmers values concern-
ing nature (Kaltoft 1999) are particularly important as they translate into choices 
made in husbandry (i.e., whether to be an organic producer, whether to sell their 
products directly to consumers or not). Secondly, fulfilling the five freedoms may 
not be conducive to the most economically profitable options in the short term. And 
lastly, the five freedoms may present a conflict of interest within the organic system 
itself. For example, under European organic legislation, the use of chemical sub-
stances is limited, with one exception, anthelmintics. However, the same legislation 
further states that responsible action should be taken to prevent animal suffering in 
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cases of disease where the use of efficient drugs is then recommended. Yet, accord-
ing to American organic legislation, the animals cannot be sold as organic if they 
have been treated with antibiotics, which thereby discourages the use of medical 
treatment and instead encourages health promotion on a very radical level. It is 
paramount that animals that require treatment should receive it in a qualified way. 
It is also important that animals are not only treated for disease alone, but that bet-
ter health is also promoted, e.g., through supportive feed, adequate rest and com-
fort, etc. Efforts to minimise antibiotics should be based solely on the promotion 
of animal health and welfare to thereby remove the need for treatment. Research 
has shown that regulations and goals focusing on minimising antibiotic treatment 
can support the emphasis on health and welfare promotion (Ivemeyer et al. 2012; 
Bennedsgaard et al. 2010), which will also minimise the risk of suffering. This will 
be discussed below.

14.3  Organic Agriculture Principles in Relation to Welfare

Organic agriculture is based on four principles (IFOAM 2012): health, ecology, 
fairness and care.

Health is the wholeness and integrity of living systems. It is not simply the absence of ill-
ness, but the maintenance of physical, mental, social and ecological well-being. Immunity, 
resilience and regeneration are key characteristics of health. Organic agriculture should 
avoid the use of fertilisers, pesticides, animal drugs and food additives that may have 
adverse health effects.

This health principle is directly linked to the five freedoms, especially the freedoms 
of avoiding pain, suffering, disease, and discomfort: it is at all times important to 
keep the animal in a healthy state that enables it to resist diseases and be supported 
mentally, emotionally and physically.

The principle of ecology emphasizes that ‘Organic Agriculture should be based 
on living ecological systems and cycles, to work with them, to emulate them and to 
help to sustain them’. Animals are part of farming systems and they should contrib-
ute to a well-balanced system where feed and manure circulate, and where space 
and production is in harmony with what the soil and the rest of the farm can pro-
duce in a way that is sustainable from an environmental, social, institutional and 
economic point of view.

The principle of fairness promotes a type of agriculture that is built on ‘relation-
ships that ensure fairness with regards to the common environment and life oppor-
tunities’. This principle stresses that animals should be provided with the conditions 
and opportunities of life that accord with their physiology, natural behaviour and 
well-being. This means that the animal should not be pushed to exceed its capabili-
ties in any way, physically, physiologically, mentally or emotionally. It emphasizes 
the need to ensure that the animals are given an environment in which they can 
live in dignity and in accordance with their needs. An example to illustrate a lack 
of fairness is the farming of bees, which are maintained in difficult monocultural 
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landscapes, with minimal flowering plants for a relatively short period, thus push-
ing the bees to exceed their physical and physiological capabilities.

The principle of care stipulates that ‘Organic Agriculture should be managed 
in a responsible manner to protect the health and well-being of current and future 
generations and the environment’. It also directs us to not bring animals into life 
situations that cannot be adequately managed. This principle may describe most 
directly the human role towards organic animals. It addresses the responsibility 
of the farmers and of those who take responsibility for animals, to provide a care 
system that allows the animals to live their lives as close to their respective ‘nature’ 
as possible. This refers to the animals’ ability to perform natural behaviours, to 
access food that meets their physiological needs and in all ways, to be the animals 
that nature intended, as far as can be done under farming conditions. Achieving this 
principle relies upon human understanding of the animals and their natural needs, 
as well as sound judgment on when human intervention is necessary and what the 
appropriate measures to employ would be (Vaarst and Alroe 2012). This requires 
skill, knowledge and careful observation. It is important to stress that in the case 
of disease, relevant action can include the provision of special care and support 
as well as administration of the necessary and appropriate treatment. Lund et al. 
(2004) described this as a mutual ethical contract between human (care) and animal 
(production), which eventually comes to an unavoidable ‘natural end’ at slaughter.

The human responsibility to manage animals well and to ensure their health and 
welfare can incorporate expertise from varying points of view. Science can play an 
effective and supportive role in making ethical judgements. In turn, this can influ-
ence the future development of organic livestock farming to continuously strive 
towards improved standards of animal health, consumer safety and ecological and 
environmental sustainability. Yet, these ethical decisions cannot be made on the 
basis of science alone. Valuable solutions can also be found in the accumulated wis-
dom of farmers, agricultural workers and veterinarians, as well as in traditions and 
indigenous knowledge tested and experienced over time. For the animals to benefit 
from this combined knowledge, continual exchange and development is necessary. 
Theoretically, the implementation of these four principles should indirectly ensure 
that the five freedoms are met. Animal welfare and the ethics of organic husbandry 
have been described (Verhoog et al. 2004) and discussed at length in numerous ar-
ticles and books. However, many of these have also referred to elements of discord 
that can arise from applying ethical approaches to everyday farming, often resulting 
in compromises. Porcher (2014, in this book) highlighted the difficulty that many 
farmers have in maintaining their organic standards:

This applies mainly to the transport and slaughtering of animals, the choice of breeds, the 
specifications and, more broadly, the utilitarian and economic paradigm underlying organic 
animal husbandry.

Porcher expresses her concern that the animals, as sentient beings, have become the 
forgotten partners in the contract of organic agriculture. Thus, although the ideals 
of organic animal welfare and the ideals of the five freedoms first appear aligned, 
the application and guidance provided by these two ‘sets of principles’ cannot be 
expected to—in any way—be a guarantee for good animal welfare.
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Welfare limitations can be viewed in the light of animal rights. We will thereby 
explore to what extent animal rights are covered in the five freedoms, and if they are 
met in an organic animal husbandry. We will also examine how the five freedoms 
hold up in relation to the capabilities approach, a concept that goes beyond basic 
survival to characterise those aspects required to attain a ‘quality of life’ as initially 
described for humans by Sen (2005), and others. To note, we assume that the free-
doms relating to ‘no hunger or thirst’ and ’provide shelter and a comfortable resting 
area’ are such evident basic needs that we do not pay specific attention to them.

14.4  Animal Rights and Welfare

The rationale behind animal welfare stems from findings that animals are sentient 
beings, with the ability to experience both pleasure and pain. This broke with the 
previously held view that humans were above animals and, therefore, have special 
inherent ‘rights’ (speciesism). When all human and nonhuman animals are capable 
of suffering, all should be worthy of equal consideration and rights. A central argu-
ment in Singer’s book, ‘Animal Liberation’, published in 1975, is an expansion 
of the utilitarian idea in that “the greatest good of the greatest number” is the only 
measure of welfare and, therefore, the only valid guide to ethical behaviour. Al-
though Singer belonged to the movement that promoted humaneness and respect 
for animal life and welfare, he does not raise specific concern about eating animals 
or using animals for work, insofar as they are raised and killed in a way that does 
not involve fear, pain and suffering. Animal rights defenders are less focused on this 
perspective, but rather more so on a complete ban of the use of animals altogether 
(see Jeangène Vilmer (2008) for the detailed position of Regan or Francoine).

14.5  Freedoms in Relation to ‘Animals’ Capabilities’

It is our opinion that the five freedoms should not be the sole matrix upon which 
animal welfare is based and analysed. Having originally been defined and intended 
as guidelines, they may be subject to substantial interpretation among the various 
care providers (from farmers to vets). We propose examining animal welfare in 
light of the ‘capabilities approach’ as outlined by Nussbaum (2001). This approach 
emphasizes the fact that animals have a moral status as defined by Warren in 1997:

To have moral status is to be morally considerable, or to have moral standing. It is to be 
an entity toward which moral agents have, or can have, moral obligations. If an entity has 
moral status, then we may not treat it in just any way we please; we are morally obliged 
to give weight in our deliberations to its needs, interests, or well-being”. Although Nuss-
baum’s approach was originally designed to capture the liberties that encompass a ‘quality 
of life’ in humans (Sen 2005), they have since been adapted to animals. Anand and co-
authors (2005) stated: “Sen defines capabilities as what people are able to do or able to 
be—the opportunity they have to achieve various lifestyles and as a result, the ability to 
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live a good life. He differentiates this from what he calls functionings—the things a person 
actually does and experiences. Functionings in humans may vary from the elementary, such 
as being adequately nourished and being free from avoidable disease, to complex activities 
or personal states, such as taking part in the life of the community and having self-respect.

This approach contributes towards understanding the relationship between an ani-
mal’s inherent nature (what they are able to do or to be) and suitable welfare. We 
find that this capabilities approach adds another dimension to the issue of welfare 
by presenting interesting and relevant perspectives that, in addition, have the merit 
of being applicable to organic animal husbandry situations. The 10 capabilities pro-
posed by Nussbaum (2001) for animals are specified and discussed below.

 1. Life. Being able to live to the end of a life of normal length; not dying prema-
turely, or before one’s life is so reduced that it is not worth living.

 2. Bodily Health. Being able to have good health, including reproductive health; 
to be adequately nourished; to have adequate shelter.

 3. Bodily Integrity. Being able to move freely from place to place; to be secure 
against violent assault, including sexual assault and domestic violence; having 
opportunities for sexual satisfaction and reproductive choices.

 4. Senses, Imagination, and Thought. Being able to have an adequate education. 
Being able to have pleasurable experiences and to avoid non-beneficial pain.

 5. Emotions. Being able to attach to things and people outside ourselves; to love 
those who love and care for us, to grieve at their absence; in general, to love, to 
grieve, to experience longing, gratitude, and justified anger. Not having one’s 
emotional development blighted by fear and anxiety.

 6. Practical Reason. Being able to plan one’s life. Nussbaum (2001) discussed 
that this is not easily applicable for farm animals, although some animals may 
be engaged in “projects”.

 7. Affiliation. Being able to live with others, to engage in various forms of social 
interaction.

 8. Other Species. Being able to live in relation to animals, plants, and the world of 
nature.

 9. Play. Being able to play.
10. Control Over One’s Environment. Being able to hold “property” (for example, 

a place to sleep or to be milked).

The extent to which these capabilities can be applied to welfare under organic ani-
mal husbandry conditions will now be discussed in relation to those of conventional 
farms.

14.6  A First Set of Capabilities in Organic Animal 
Husbandry: Life, Bodily Health and Integrity

We suggest that the three capabilities of ‘life’, ‘bodily health’ and ‘integrity’ relate 
directly to the five freedoms. We therefore choose to focus on them by considering 
the extent to which these capabilities can be applied to animal welfare under organic 
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farming conditions. This will be discussed in relation to cases with free-range farms 
(as all organic farms are) and contrasted with conventional farms. These cases serve 
as examples to bring the discussion into a practical framework.

14.6.1  Life

Somewhat ironically, death is the measure by which the capability of life is mea-
sured. Although this is a crude evaluation of the capability and does not account 
for a reduced quality of life, it remains the best available indicator. Specifically, 
this relates to the age of animals at culling and mortality. A study by Benoit and 
Laignel (2009) comparing 25 conventional and nine organic grassland-based sheep 
production systems in the Centre region of France, provides a practical example of 
this. Lamb mortality rates were found to be 16.2 and 16.5 % in conventional and 
organic farms, respectively, and ewe mortality rates were 5.9 and 5.3 %. The cull-
ing percentage was also very similar at 20.4 and 20.6 %. None of these variables 
were significantly different between the farms. A similar study that investigated 
152 conventional and 22 organic beef cattle farms in the same area (Veysset et al. 
2009) found slightly greater differences. The calf mortality rates were 6 and 7 % for 
conventional and organic farms, respectively, whereas the culling rate was 20 and 
23 %. A study in Wisconsin dairy herds did not show any difference in culling rates: 
18 vs. 17.2 % (Sato et al. 2005). A greater difference is seen among mono-gastric 
animals that are largely maintained indoors on conventional farms, but on pasture in 
organic farms. The mortality rate of organic piglets from birth to weaning is highly 
variable among European countries (Prunier 2010), ranging from 15 % in Italy to 
35 % in France. This range was smaller in Austria, Denmark, Germany and Sweden 
at 28–30 %. These figures are nearly 25 % higher than those observed in conven-
tional pig husbandry. Based on a five-year study in Western France, broiler chicken 
mortality was found to be 4, 3 and 5 % in organic, free-range and conventional 
husbandry, respectively. Mortality in laying hens is slightly higher in organic than 
in non-organic free-range farms, and is nearly double that observed in conventional 
production (Magdelaine 2006). The reasons for greater mortality in organic hus-
bandry of mono-gastric animals may be related to how suitable the currently used 
breeds are, e.g., for outdoor production.

One of the greatest challenges to the life capability is the ending of life, name-
ly how the animals are transported and slaughtered. No differences exist in these 
practices between organic and conventional management systems. Farmers become 
increasingly dissatisfied with these practices according to Porcher (2003) and she 
has consequently proposed, and tested, the concept of mobile abattoir facilities. The 
idea is to reduce stress associated with transport and waiting time before slaughter 
(Porcher and Daru 2005).

Irrespective of the welfare standards attained in relation to the methods of trans-
port and slaughter, the death of the animal is somewhat difficult to tie into the 
capability of life described by Nussbaum (2001). Reconciling the death with the 
life capability is overcome by some cultures that transform the act of killing into a 
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sacrifice as seen in the practices of Halal and Kosher. However, the validity of these 
arguments is under much debate. The human conscience can also accommodate 
the act of death by establishing strong dissociations between the animals and the 
slaughterhouse (farmers) or animals and the food (consumers).

14.6.2  Bodily Health

In both conventional and organic farms, the farmer is assumed to offer adequate 
food and shelter to his animals to meet the ethical expectations of consumers and 
citizens, and to meet legislative and market requirements (sanitary and organoleptic 
quality of the produced meat). On organic farms, the animals are fed with organic 
feed that, whenever possible, is local in origin and grown without pesticides or syn-
thetic fertilisers that may interfere with the health status of the animals, although 
no data has confirmed this (Zollitsch et al. 2004). Rather surprisingly, Nussbaum 
(2001, 2006a, b) did not clearly identify diseases and appropriate disease control 
methods in relation to her bodily health capability. Instead, she assumed that if good 
conditions are provided for the animals, then disease will disappear or not appear at 
all. As a consequence of this, we chose to include animal health and welfare plan-
ning under bodily integrity in our attempt to loyally follow the capability approach 
of Nussbaum.

Health is much more than the mere ‘absence of disease’, and adequate health 
promotion practices can improve the overall health of the animals through access 
to fresh air, exercise, high quality feed and clean water. The maintenance of good 
health clearly includes disease prevention practices and strategies such as the use 
of drying-off to prevent mastitis in dairy cows. It also comprises immediate and 
relevant intervention where there are signs of disease. Clearly, organic animal hus-
bandry operates under a ‘health promotion and disease prevention is better than 
cure’ ideal, and attempts are made where possible to avoid dependency on veteri-
nary medicinal inputs, including vaccines, through adapted management practices. 
The use of vaccines is considered acceptable as long as the animals on a particular 
farm are at high risk of a particular disease. Organic broilers and laying hens are a 
good example of the intensive use of vaccinations, mostly against viral diseases. A 
survey in Sweden showed that the 56 laying hen farms vaccinated against Marek’s 
disease, infectious bronchitis, avian encephalitis and coccidiosis (Berg 2001). In 
Switzerland, the following protocol recommended by the FIBL (Research Institute 
of Organic Agriculture) is applied for organic laying hens at different ages: day 1: 
Marek’s disease; day 9: coccidiosis (eight coccidia species); week 3: Gomboro dis-
ease; week 5: infectious bronchitis; week 7: Gomboro disease; week 9: infectious 
bronchitis; week 12: avian encephalitis: week 15: infectious bronchitis. The vac-
cination protocols in organic and conventional poultry herds remain largely similar.

According to the current organic EU regulation, alternative medicines with dem-
onstrated efficacy should be selected over allopathic medicine. The complemen-
tary and alternative medicines (CAM) are a group of diverse medical and health 
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care systems, practices and products, most of which are not considered as a part 
of biomedicine (‘conventional medicine’/‘school medicine’). Phytotherapy and ho-
moeopathy are among the most commonly used alternative medicines in organic 
husbandry. Cabaret (1986) described the use of phytotherapy in organic and, to 
a lesser extent, conventional farms, and Vaarst et al. (2004) described the use of 
homeopathy in organic herds. The efficacy of these therapeutics is often difficult to 
assess using natural scientific methods, and only a few randomised controlled trials 
have been done (Wynn and Wolpe 2005). Veterinarians have a moral and ethical 
obligation to provide therapies with proven or experienced efficacy, and they have 
the obligation to respect the farmer’s wishes and beliefs (Wynn and Wolpe 2005). 
Vaarst and co-authors (2004) stated that:

It has been suggested that the restriction on medicine use may lead to unnecessary suffer-
ing if animals are left without treatment. This appears to be a general concern within the 
veterinary profession…avoidance of suffering clearly overrules any limits on the use of 
medicine.

The choice of treatment and the type of medicine selected will often be the re-
sult of a compromise between the farmer’s wishes versus those of the veterinarians 
(Cabaret et al. 2012). In any case, it is important to give the animal the sufficient 
care, attention and support, no matter which treatment it has received. Disease pat-
terns in conventional and organic farms do not appear to be very different and, 
indeed, it has been shown that the difference between herds within each production 
system are bigger than a systematic difference between organic and conventional 
(Thamsborg et al. 2004; Cabaret et al. 2012). This highlights the importance of 
management and husbandry choices on a farm level.

Organic husbandry practices could be improved through animal health and wel-
fare planning programmes (Hovi et al. 2004; Vaarst et al. 2012). These programmes 
supplement the Nussbaum capabilities, which remain limited in the area of disease. 
The health plans can be directed at acute problem-solving, goal-oriented efforts to 
avoid particular diseases, or long-term health planning, based on the farmer’s goals 
for the herd or flock. An example of these planning programmes can be seen in the 
Farmer Field Schools, a concept for learning, knowledge exchange and empower-
ment that is being developed and used in some countries. In Denmark, the con-
cept has been adapted to Danish conditions and is referred to as ‘Stable Schools’. 
The first four Stable Schools were established in 2004 with the aim of phasing out 
the use of antibiotics in Danish organic dairy herds (Vaarst et al. 2007). In Ger-
many, the same approach was adapted and the first results seem very promising 
(Brinkmann et al. 2012). In Stable Schools, problems are identified and solutions 
proposed based on the farmer’s individual wishes and goals for the farm. The suc-
cessful implementation of a plan combines the farmers’ knowledge with facts about 
actual events and conditions in the herd. This information is collected in a system-
atic way and the views of external persons such as other farmers or health advisors 
(Vaarst et al. 2012). The European CORE-organic project ANIPLAN highlighted 
a number of principles that are important when creating lasting changes on a farm 
(see Box 14.1 below) (Nicholas and Vaarst 2011). This project aimed to develop a 
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model for animal health and welfare planning that can be implemented in different 
types of farming environments, e. g., large-scale dairy husbandry as well as alpine, 
smallholder and diverse farming systems. The principles were developed through 
discussion, which catalyses this process and which is necessary in order to achieve 
a balance between farmers’ needs, animals’ needs and the wider societal perception 
of health and welfare. At the same time, the multiple objectives of organic animal 
husbandry should also be fulfilled. The first of the key principles is illustrated in 
Fig. 14.1 and focuses on how animal health and welfare planning should be seen as 
a continuous process.

Box 14.1.  The nine principles characterised by the European CORE-
organic project ANIPLAN as a good and appropriate animal health and 
welfare planning process.

1. A health planning process should aim at continuous development and 
improvement and should incorporate the promotion of health and disease 
handling based on a strategy that incorporates (as described in Fig. 14.1 
above) a learning cycle among the involved persons, including: assess-
ing the situation, evaluating, taking action and reviewing the development, 
etc.

2. Farm specific: all planning should be based on the specific farm.
3. Farmer ownership: the farmer should lead the way, and not the advisor.
4. External person(s) should be involved: planning should be based on dia-

logue between the owner and somebody seeing the situation from the 
outside.

5. External knowledge: the knowledge that provides background for deci-
sions should be partly based on an outside ‘view of the farm’, including its 
data, seen by somebody else).

Fig. 14.1  Representation of 
animal health and welfare 
planning as a continuous 
process based on assess-
ment ( A), planning ( HP) and 
evaluation ( E)
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The Danish Stable Schools demonstrated that farmer groups that shared a common 
goal to phase out antibiotic use were able to decrease antibiotic use by 50 % in one 
year with no negative side effects in terms of disease or production (Bennedsgaard 
et al. 2010). One major factor for this was the focus on the promotion of health 
and welfare rather than disease handling in terms of disease prevention and disease 
treatment.

14.6.3  Bodily Integrity

The ability of animals to freely move from place to place is limited in both organic 
and conventional livestock systems. This capability remains unfulfilled for conven-
tional animals reared intensively indoors, which is the case for the vast majority of 
pig and poultry husbandry practices. Many pasture management choices to optimise 
herbage production, such as combining grazing and hay making, may restrict the 
opportunities for animals to graze and move freely on pasture. In Europe, there are 
only a few extensive animal husbandry systems that permit a greater freedom of 
movement for the animals, and they are more common in organic than conventional 
practices. The bodily integrity capability encompasses sexual and other types of 
violence, which often differs only very slightly between organic and conventional 
livestock production. Some organisations and researchers have debated the issues 
surrounding the value of natural reproduction versus artificial insemination (Piccardi 
et al. 2011), although the choice will always be made by the farmers in the end. The 
genetic selection of animals has been developed over many years and much progress 
has been made through artificial insemination and breeding programs in the differ-
ent breed registries, often with the focus on maximising production. Organic animal 
husbandry may be more inclined to include different breeding objectives.

Regardless of species, the primary breeding objectives for organic farming are likely to 
include disease resistance and longevity. Another area of importance is increased reliance 

6. Organic principles framework (systems approach): the organic principles 
should always guide planning on an organic farm, which implies taking a 
systems approach.

7. Written: common memory is necessary; written minutes are crucial and 
should be based on what the farmer commits him/herself to do, and not 
recommendations alone.

8. Acknowledge good aspects: don’t just focus on problem areas, but also 
remember to include a description of positive developments.

9. Involve all relevant persons in the process: all those with responsibilities 
and tasks to do within the herd should be involved in the process to ensure 
the exchange of knowledge and common understanding, as well as joint 
action.

14 The Freedoms and Capabilities of Farm Animals
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on forage in ruminant diets. Good mothering abilities are also an important selection crite-
rion in pigs and sheep. (Pryce et al. 2004)

These breeding objectives are achieved by means of a selection index, but in organ-
ic systems, the task may be complicated by the multiplicity of goals to be achieved 
and the relatively low number of animals involved in the production. The mainte-
nance of genetic diversity, which may be of interest in organic animal husbandry, is 
difficult to cultivate in a selection index. Selective breeding means that the animals 
will not have any reproductive freedom, and the use of artificial insemination will 
preclude any sexual satisfaction. In that case, the ‘animal capability’ can be said to 
be restricted in organic as well as in conventional systems. Cross-breeding is justi-
fied by the increase in productivity through the heterosis phenomenon, and the F1 
generation resulting from the two breeds or two lines are used both in conventional 
and organic pig and bird breeding. In that case, not only is the sexual capability of 
the animals impaired but, in addition, the farmers themselves are not the ones to 
make the decisions regarding reproduction. They fully rely on breeding companies 
to obtain hybrid lines, and this accounts for the near totality of poultry farmers, con-
ventional as well as organic (Guéméné et al. 2009). To restore “genetic” indepen-
dence, the farmers would have to turn to local breeds that are adapted to the specific 
environmental conditions in which they are reared, or to kin-selection on the farm.

Additional dilemmas exist regarding the bodily integrity of animals in both con-
ventional and organic systems (Menke et al. 2004). For example, mulching (the 
removal of skin near the lambs’ anus without any anaesthesia) is a practice widely 
used in Australian sheep to protect them against highly detrimental fly strike that 
may result in death following long periods of suffering. In this instance, the farmers 
largely perceive the ends (prevention of fly strikes) to justify the means (suffering 
during the rapid operation). Furthermore, they estimate that the use of anaesthetics 
would only serve to slow down the total operation time since it is performed on 
thousands of animals at a time. A similar situation exists for the castration of piglets, 
which has been widely practiced in organic as well as in conventional systems to 
prevent the undesirable odour (‘boar smell’) of the meat (banned by EU regulations 
as of 2015). This too is practiced without anaesthesia for time-saving reasons. The 
nose-ringing of sows is another issue. It is carried out to prevent rooting, a natural 
behaviour for pigs, but destructive to pastures and, hence, environmentally damag-
ing, especially in large farms. No agreement has been reached on whether it should 
be allowed within the EU. It is currently banned in Sweden and the UK, but permit-
ted in Denmark. Reaching an agreement on these issues is complicated by other 
concerns such as environmental pollution to accommodate the needs of animals and 
their welfare, which contradicts the principles of organic husbandry all together. 
Another example of this reverse husbandry is the practice of beak trimming in poul-
try. Intended to reduce feather pecking between individuals, this behaviour is only 
the result of high animal stocking densities. Thus, it is carried out to enable greater 
stocking densities, not for the benefit of the birds. This practice is prohibited in or-
ganic poultry farming and is therefore more respectful of animal welfare.
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14.7  A Second Set of Capabilities in Organic Animal 
Husbandry: A Social Life with Emotions

We include the following capabilities here: relating to members of their own spe-
cies, as well as the senses and imagination, emotions and play. These capabilities 
largely correspond to the freedom to express normal behaviour and as such, they 
can be viewed as a key to attaining a life of quality.

14.7.1  To Live in Relation with Other Species in Nature

This means that animals will have access to the external world and that they will not 
be confined in buildings except under special circumstances. This meets consum-
ers’ expectations and is generally found in organic herds. Much has been proposed 
and debated on how species-specific behaviour can be maintained, mostly based 
on observations of wild groups (Waiblinger et al. 2004). Most data focus on social 
structure within a flock or herd, e.g., on intra-species interactions. There is a lack of 
knowledge about relationships with other species, except with humans (Waiblinger 
et al. 2006). These relationships need to be established between humans and each 
of the animals, and therefore require a certain number of humans per number of 
animals. The organic principles for animal husbandry emphasizes a framework that 
allows a life with ‘naturalness’ as much as possible, and human care and interven-
tion whenever necessary. If this condition is fulfilled, sufficient human involvement 
will be ensured and will necessitate more people in larger farms.

In some countries, interactions between different animal species are frequent 
in organic husbandry. This may include mixed grazing to maximise grass produc-
tion or to reduce internal parasitism (from the tropics (Giudici et al. 1999) to the 
 subarctic (Sormunen-Cristian et al. 2008)). The potential benefits of inter-species 
interactions on welfare have not yet been studied although their impact on farm 
pathocoenosis (pathogen dynamics) has been suggested (Nicourt and Cabaret 2014, 
Chap. 9). The interaction of wild animals has not been studied either, or if so, only 
from the negative viewpoint of predation, particularly in free-range and organic 
poultry. These multispecies interactions are part of natural life and as such, add ‘nat-
uralness’ to the animals’ lives and may even alter the range of pathogens on a farm.

14.7.2  To Experience Education and Emotions

Play and social interaction is an important element in animal life. Play among pig-
lets, for example, begins within the first few days after birth, peaking between 2 and 
6 weeks of age (Waiblinger et al. 2004). Social models have been shown to play an 
important role in the behaviour and diet selection of young animals (Thorhalsdottir 
et al. 1987). They serve to enhance learning efficiency by reducing the need for ani-
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mals to rediscover foraging information through trial and error. Such learning may 
be transmitted from the experienced mother to the offspring. Studies have shown 
that lambs guided by their mothers were able to distinguish between different spe-
cies of grass and legumes that were either safe or toxic to consume (Ginane and 
Dumont 2011). Orphaned lambs were unable to do the same. Studies have also 
shown that there is a transmission of self-medicative behaviour from mother to 
offspring (Sanga et al. 2011). The transmission of information from one generation 
to another in non-human animals relies on the memorisation of multi-sensorial cues 
(Nowak et al. 2011). Very early weaning will thus interrupt the mother-offspring re-
lationship and reduce the share of education and emotions it provides. The cognitive 
abilities of animals have been substantially overlooked, but an increasing number of 
studies are showing that farm animals can perform ‘executive’ cognitive tasks that 
have typically only been equated with primate intelligence (Morton and Avanzo 
2011). This ‘executive’ function refers to the ability to react adaptively: to learn as-
sociations between stimuli, actions and outcomes, and to then adapt their behaviour 
to changes in the environment. Such skills would be necessary for their survival in 
nature, which makes them integral aspects of welfare. Studies in sheep have shown 
that they are able to discriminate between different colours (Morton and Avanzo 
2011), recognise and remember faces of different people (Kendrick 1991) and other 
sheep (Kendrick et al. 2001), and adapt their behaviour to other sheep as part of a 
social hierarchy.

Farm animals could use these cognitive abilities when maintained in a variable 
environment. The availability of pasture or paddocks may be a source of variable 
environments. The intensive production environment, however, particularly those 
for pigs and poultry, would certainly not provide this opportunity for the animals.

14.7.3  Conclusions and Perspectives

Farm animals’ conditions have significantly changed over the last 50 years. These 
have included positive effects such as more adequate quality of feed and bet-
ter health management. But there have also been negative impacts such as those 
brought about by a one-sided ambition to increase profitability. This has led to 
farms with increased concentrations of animals, and with practices catered towards 
meeting this goal rather than maintaining animal health and welfare. In one respect, 
farm animals are increasingly invisible and instead seen as numbers, amounts, units 
and subjects for trade. Yet, there is also a movement that recognises farm animals 
as living sentient beings that should be treated with dignity and fairness. The five 
freedoms for animals provided the first step in recognising, and improving, animal 
health and welfare. It is our opinion that Nussbaum’s framework of capabilities can 
now act as the much needed next step in providing a strong framework to elevate 
the lives of farm animals. Where the five freedoms were more based in principle, 
the capabilities approach supplies practical goals with clear direction in fulfilling 
them. The capabilities approach has the added advantage of being able to be under-
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stood within the same framework as human capabilities and may act as a universal 
grid for justice for animals and for those people working with them. Many of the 
capabilities are clearly better fulfilled in organic husbandry, but there is still definite 
room for improvement, specifically pertaining to the capacities of bodily health and 
integrity. We should thus be mindful that the increasing organic production contin-
ues to build upon principles that emphasize good animal health and welfare, and are 
not based on the goals and practices that resemble conventional animal husbandry. 
The capabilities approach can provide a good point of reference in ensuring the ethi-
cal development of future farming.
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