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Animals and COVID-19



Bats and COVID-19



Bats and COVID-19

Our mental, physical, financial etc. 
health is connected to animals and 
through animals to our environment…



One Health                     One Welfare

147 articles11,500 articles
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Covid-19: One Welfare effects on 
farmed animals



Mink cull



▪ Few, large farms, large numbers of animals

▪ Enclosed, climate controlled, automated

▪ Few stockpersons

▪ Max. output/operate at full capacity

▪ Impact of any disruption felt immediately up and 
downstream



Short term effects of Covid-19 on supply 
chains

▪ Panic buying (eggs, cheese and milk)

▪  meals prepared at home

▪  meals eaten ‘out’

▪ Food service industry vs supermarkets

▪ 12-15%  in demand for dairy

▪  whole egg demand  liquid egg



▪ 40k cases, +420 plants, 40 states, 49 shutdowns

Covid-19 outbreaks in meat plants

▪ Line speed waivers

▪  140 to 175 birds/min





Covid-19 outbreaks in meat 
plants
▪  health/welfare of people sick with Covid-19

▪ Inequality issues

− Migrant and minority workers 

− Language barriers

− Working conditions

− Food safety and zoonotic disease dictate hygiene practices

− Animal, equipment and assault related injuries

− Psychological stress/drug use

− Poorly paid, poor healthcare, lack of sick leave, high 
density and low quality housing



▪ Plant workers

• Financial uncertainty, job losses

• Increased workload/duties changed  -  injury and stress?

▪ Farmers

• Financial losses

• Psychological cost of depopulation

▪ Public health

• Food safety

• Carcass disposal (pathogens, odour, nuisance insects etc.)

Covid-19 outbreaks in meat 
plants: Plant shutdowns





Loss in processing capacity

▪ April ‘20 pig slaughter capacity 55% of 
normal

▪ 250k pigs at slaughter weight/day

▪ Executive order to re-open

▪ May 19th capacity at 80% but still 100k 
pigs/day

▪ Poultry:  line speeds recaptured some 
loss in capacity



▪ Line speed waivers – incomplete stunning?

▪ Fast growth rates - overcrowding in 17 days

▪ High stocking density 

•  walking ability and leg health

•  fearfulness, FPD and mortality

•  heat production  air and bedding quality

Poultry welfare

▪  eggs in incubator  bird nos. 3wks

▪ Destroy eggs/kill chicks at hatching (2 mths)

▪ Welfare, ethical and societal concerns



Pig welfare

▪ Fast growth rates = rapid overcrowding

▪ High stocking density 

•  activity and comfort behaviour, leg health

•  aggression/skin injuries, tail biting and susceptibility to disease

•  growth  heat production  air quality

▪ Mitigation strategies

• Removal of growth promoters (U.S.  pig welfare)

• ‘Holding diets’ :  energy diets  fibre  feed intake =  hunger  aggression

•  feed availability =  hunger  aggression

•  building temperature =  heat stress

• Stop breeding, induce abortions



▪ Ideally euthanasia whereby animals have a ‘good death’ 
without pain or distress

▪ Emergency killings should observe same level of welfare 
as during slaughter

• Minimal handling, immediate death, sedation followed by death 
or death while unconscious/stunned

▪ Difficult to achieve at scale

▪ Handling, stun/kill quality and confirmation of death 
prior to disposal

Mass emergency killing of animals



• As per September 2020

− 600k pigs Iowa state alone 

− 10m birds

Mass emergency killing of animals



▪ Killing methods 

• (1) electrical; (2) mechanical; (3) gas mixtures; and 
(4) lethal injection (depends on size/age of pig)

• AVMA – Ventilation shutdown (VSD) + heat or Co2 

(VSD Plus)

Mass emergency killing of animals

▪ Methods depends on production system (floor, 
cage, aviary)

• Water based foam, whole/partial house or containerised 
gassing, cervical dislocation, mechanically assisted 
cervical dislocation, decapitation and captive bolt gun

▪ Method of choice

• Whole house gassing with water based foam methods



▪ Negative impact on animal welfare

• Pain, fear, impeded movement, respiratory distress

Mass emergency killing of animals
▪ Hazards to poultry (29) and pig (28) 

welfare

▪ Mostly related to stun/kill quality

▪ Lack of staff skills and training, and 
poor-designed and constructed 
facilities 

▪ Poultry 

• Insufficient time of exposure

• Timing of ventilation shut-down (VSD)



Animal transport
•  transportation time =  transport stress

− Movement to alternative slaughter plants

− Restrictions on movement between countries



Cull sow issues
▪ BE and NL: 60K sows/week

▪ Ireland: +50% of cull sows 

▪ UK: Brexit + Covid-19

▪ Backlog of cull sows on farms

▪ Poor welfare of cull sows



•  profit margins

• Disruptions in importing feed, vet. medicine

• Limitations on animal/human (vet) movement

• Poor record keeping

• Vet resources switched to Covid-19 (epidemiology, 

diagnostics etc.)

• Postponement of disease eradication schemes

• Others

Other threats to the welfare of 
livestock





Environmental welfare: 
Pollution risks

• Carcass disposal poses a pollution risk

− Bodily fluids, chemical and biological leachate components
− Hazardous gases (NH3, H2S, CH4)
− Air, surface and ground water contamination

• Disposal method

• Un/lined burial and composting
• Incineration and rendering
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Environmental welfare: other 
considerations

• New ‘stream’ of pollution

• ‘Run-off’ from dead chicken compost (high in P)

• Risks to wildlife (#animalwelfare)

• Milk - high biochemical O2 demand

• Involuntary culling  GHG emissions
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Short-term solutions

• Production

− Alternative methods of mass euthanasia/disposal of animals

− Mobile incineration units

• Processing

−  capacity: 5.4 to 7 days = 30% 

− Local/mobile abattoirs



Short-term solutions
• Retail

− ‘Slow food’, ‘local produce’

− Direct to consumer retail models 

• Consumption

− Initial changes #Onewelfare benefits

o  basic ingredients/home prepared meals

o  plant based meat alternatives (???)

o Shift from high meat to diet rich in unprocessed plant based foods 



• Policy change

• Sustainable intensification

• Moderate demand for animal products 

•  food waste

Long-term solutions



Alternative production systems 



One size fits none



#OneWelfare solutions



Central role of Animal Welfare



Conclusion

• Covid-19 raised a myriad of 

#OneWelfare concerns 

• Highlighted fragility of food systems 

• Unique opportunity for radical change

• To build resilience and ensure food 

security in the face of future challenges

#OneWelfare driven transformation of livestock 

production will ensure a safer, fairer and healthier 

environment for all



Thank you!
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