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The purpose and activities
of the Council

Preface

The Council on Animal Affairs (Raad
voor Dierenaangelegenheden, RDA) is an
independent council of experts, which advises
the Minister for Agriculture, Nature and Food
quality of the Netherlands. This advice is
submitted on request and by the Council’s own
initiative regarding complex, multidisciplinary
issues relating to animal health and welfare.
The RDA currently comprises some forty
experts with a wide range of backgrounds
and expertise, who serve on the Council in a
personal capacity, independently and without
any outside influence.

The welfare of animals in livestock
farming is a matter of considerable
priority – especially now that the
climate crisis and nitrogen pollution
issues demand so much attention.
The interests of animals are in danger
of being overlooked. We already made
this observation back in 2020, in our
advisory report entitled ‘Animal Welfare
in Circular Agriculture’. In that report,
the Council recommended utilising the
transition towards circular agriculture to
build a humane livestock farming sector.
A logical next question: what exactly
is humane livestock farming? This is
the question that the Council seeks to
answer in this advisory report.

The Council on Animal Affairs considers
issues across the entire spectrum of animal
policy: on captive (“domesticated”) and noncaptive (“wild”) animals, smallholding, or
hobby farm animals, companion animals
(pets), commercially raised animals and
laboratory animals.
The Council records the conclusions of its
deliberations in opinions. These documents
provide an overview of the scientific and
societal background to various issues, and
include recommendations on policy options
and avenues for resolving potential problems.
Consensus is not a requirement for the
inclusion of opinions; an opinion may contain
views held by a minority of Council members.

The question is relevant because our
relationship with animals has changed
dramatically in the past decades. People
feel that animals deserve a good life;
many even argue that animals have
a moral right to that. In addition, the
natural status and inherent value of
animals are legally enshrined in the
term ‘intrinsic value’. For these reasons,
it is time for a renewed assessment
of animal welfare. For many years the
emphasis has been on avoiding negative
aspects, such as illness and pain. This
approach no longer suffices: it has now
also become a requirement to ensure
positive welfare.

There are sound scientific foundations
for that, which we have incorporated into
the six guiding principles for humane
livestock farming. These principles are
intended to serve as signposts, both in
design processes and in discussions
between the various stakeholders.
The Council observes that humane
livestock farming calls for a joint
approach in which all interested parties
participate. It also requires a different
policy and a strong coordinating role
for the government. This advisory report
offers a number of recommendations
to achieve this. We believe that animal
welfare must be the top priority in the
transformation of the livestock farming
sector. This is in the interests of the
animals and of the sector as a whole.
After all, livestock farming will not be
future-proof if it is not also humane.
This publication contains an abridged
version of the advisory report. The full
report is available on the RDA website.
The Hague, January 2022

Jan Staman,
Chair

Marc Schakenraad,
Secretary to the Council

council on animal affairs
Humane livestock farming
Summary

Interview with forum chair Gerda van Dijk

‘Make sure that positive animal welfare is part
of the transition of the livestock farming sector’

The nitrogen crisis and the climate crisis play a dominant role
in the plans for a future-oriented livestock farming sector.
Humane livestock farming should be an equal and integral part
of the transition, according to the Council for Animal Affairs
in its advisory report on ‘Humane Livestock Farming’. In that
report, the Council has formulated six principles that serve to
guide the development of humane livestock farming systems.

This advisory report was prepared by an RDA forum chaired
by Gerda van Dijk, Professor of Public Leadership at the Vrije
Universiteit Amsterdam. How did the Council address this
question? ‘From the word go, our approach has been to avoid
trying to change the system by eliminating particular aspects
of negative welfare, for example by proposing a different type
of floor or by adding a few centimetres of space. We want the
animal to take centre stage. What demands does the animal
have, and what does it need to experience positive welfare?
That’s quite a different perspective. For this advisory report, we
have gathered relevant scientific insights, carefully considered
them and used them as a basis for the six guiding principles.’

Six guiding principles
The point of departure is recognition of the animal’s intrinsic
value and integrity (principle 1). By that we mean respect
for the animal’s inherent value as a sentient being that can
experience pain and pleasure. This also means that livestock
farmers should refrain from physical interventions such as taildocking and beak-trimming.
Humane livestock farming also ensures that the animal’s
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Positive welfare

basic needs are met: good feeding, good housing and good
health (principles 2, 3 and 4). In addition, humane livestock
farming provides sufficient opportunities for the animal to
perform essential natural behaviours (principle 5). A system is
‘humane’ if it enables the animal to respond to changes in its
social and physical environment and to achieve a mental state
that it experiences as predominantly positive (principle 6).

Guidance, no strict rules
The Council wishes to emphasise that the principles serve to
guide policy and developments rather than setting strict rules.
Van Dijk: ‘We avoid definitions or judgements on whether a
particular system is or is not good for animals. It’s simply

impossible to tell livestock farmers: from now on, these are
the requirements and you’ll have to comply with them. That
wouldn’t work in practice; we can’t just engineer it like that.
What we do want is to offer guidance: if you want to develop a
system in which animal welfare takes centre stage, you’ll have
to take these six principles into account. In this way we’re trying
to encourage discussion on how to realise humane livestock
farming.’

Major impact
The application of these six principles will have a major impact
on many existing livestock systems. ‘Most of these existing
systems were designed to optimise production conditions,
and the animals simply had to adapt. In contrast, in humane
livestock farming you design the system to suit the needs of
the animal. That’s a totally different approach,’ says Van Dijk.
‘There’s a huge variety of livestock farming systems out there.
Some already meet the six principles, possibly with some
minor adaptations, but others would need to be completely
revamped. We don’t know the exact figures, but it’s clear that
humane livestock farming will affect the entire sector and all its
stakeholders.’

Socio-economic context
Due to this huge impact, the Council decided not to limit itself
to formulating these six guiding principles. ‘Within the forum
we acknowledged that the principles as such do not provide the
full story. Entrepreneurs in livestock farming have economic
and societal realities to contend with. How can we promote
humane livestock farming in that practical context?’
The advisory report highlights a number of critical development
milestones. The big societal issues of our times, such as
nitrogen pollution and climate change, play a decisive role.
As the limited environmental space restricts development
opportunities for livestock farms, the problem of nitrogen
and carbon emissions calls for urgent action. ‘We can’t

afford to miss this opportunity to include humane livestock
farming principles into the equation,’ according to Van Dijk.
‘The Council’s message, therefore, is this: make sure to
integrate positive animal welfare in the transition towards
a future-oriented livestock farming system. We know that
views in society on our interaction with animals are changing.
Animal welfare is on the agenda already, and with increasing
prominence. If we now focus only on nitrogen and the climate,
we risk taking measures that will prove to have adverse effects
on animal welfare. This is not in the interests of the animals
nor of the livestock farmers themselves.’
One other crucial development milestone is the revenue
model. ‘The investments and possible higher production costs
must be counterbalanced by revenue. This affects the entire
supply chain. We need market concepts that allow for the
additional costs to be compensated by the market and move
in sync with similar developments in neighbouring countries,
which constitute the primary sales markets for Dutch farmers.’

A leading role for the government
The transition towards a future-oriented livestock farming
system that recognises positive welfare as a key condition will
not happen all by itself. Van Dijk: ‘We need the commitment
and collaboration of all stakeholders: livestock farmers,
market parties, citizens, civil-society organisations and public
authorities. The main challenge is to focus on what is possible;
to avoid polarisation, but enter into dialogue.’
For this transition to succeed, the government will have to take
the lead, according to Van Dijk. We need a different policy that
ties up with developments taking place at the European level.
The advisory report offers six concrete recommendations. ‘The
first and most important decision for the government to take
is to make a convincing choice, together with the stakeholders,
for humane livestock farming as part of the transition. And if
we do make that choice, the six guiding principles will help us
determine what this should look like in practice.’
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The six guiding principles for hum
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The Council urges the government to make a clear choice for
humane livestock farming and to integrate it in the transition
towards circular agriculture and sustainable livestock farming.

Brief summary of the advisory report
Background and motivation
The government intends to realise a transition towards circular
agriculture and sustainable livestock farming. The Council for
Animal Affairs observed that the primary focus within circular
agriculture is on the ecological aspects of sustainability and
that this concept does not automatically result in higher levels
of animal welfare (RDA, 2020). In this connection, in 2021 the
Minister of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality asked the
Council to formulate an opinion that addresses the needs of
animals that must be fulfilled for them to experience positive
welfare in livestock farming.

Question
The central question of the Minister was as follows: ‘What are
the preconditions to be fulfilled in future livestock farming to
ensure a positive welfare experience for the animals involved?’
The advisory report addresses this question by considering a
number of sub-questions.
Two important sub-questions are: What is humane livestock
farming and what is positive welfare? This advisory report also
addresses actions required for the development of a humane
type of animal farming, such as monitoring positive welfare
and designing suitable husbandry systems.
Finally, the report highlights a number of critical development
milestones on the road towards humane livestock farming, as
well as a number of concrete recommendations.

What do we mean by ‘humane’ in this context?
The first sub-question that the advisory report seeks to answer
is: What do we mean by ‘humane’? The Council has formulated
six guiding principles that must be met for a livestock farming
system to be called ‘humane’ (Figure 1). First of all, the system
8 – HUMANE LIVESTOCK FARMING – COUNCIL ON ANIMAL AFFAIRS

must recognise and respect the intrinsic value and integrity of
the animal.
This means respect for the animal’s inherent value as a sentient
being that can experience pain and pleasure. One consequence
of this is that farmers must refrain from interventions such as
disbudding, beak-trimming and tail-docking. It also means
that we must impose limits on modifications through breeding
practices and be mindful of the animal’s own interests.
In addition, a ‘humane’ system is one in which the animal’s
basic needs are met, such as good feeding, good housing and
good health. Those basic needs are essential for the animal
to survive. The animal also needs sufficient opportunities to
perform essential natural behaviours and satisfy its needs:
resting, eating and drinking, defecating and urinating,
grooming, exploring, social behaviour, thermoregulation,
safety, health, movement, reproduction, sexual behaviour,
nest-building behaviour and maternal behaviour. Essential
behaviours are rewarding in and of themselves, irrespective
of their original purpose. Examples include scratching in
chickens and rooting in pigs. Animals that are prevented from
performing these natural behaviours will develop abnormal
behaviours.
Natural behaviour is the link between an animal’s basic needs
and its mental state. A husbandry system is only ‘humane’ if
it also enables the animal to respond to changes in its social
and physical environment and, in part because of that, achieve
a mental state that it experiences as predominantly positive.
A ‘humane’ life for animals, therefore, is more than a life in
which their basic needs are met; it is a life worth living (Mellor,
2016; Mellor et al., 2020).

Six guiding principles for humane livestock
farming
The figure presents an overview of the guiding principles for
humane livestock farming. The basic principle, number 1, is
recognition of the animal’s intrinsic value and integrity. In
addition, a humane animal farming system must satisfy three
basic needs: sufficient feed, a comfortable and safe environment
and good health (principles 2, 3 and 4).

The system must also allow the animal to perform natural
behaviour, which is principle 5. Combined, these first five
principles are conditional for principle 6: the animal must be
able to respond to its environment so as to achieve a mental
state that it experiences as positive.

Figure 1. The six guiding principles for humane livestock farming.
HUMANE LIVESTOCK FARMING – COUNCIL OF ANIMAL AFFAIRS – 9

According to guiding principle 5, it is essential that
animals are able to perform their natural behaviours.
This does not necessarily require the same natural
environment as the one in which the wild ancestors of
farm animals developed those behaviours. Animals can
also have positive experiences of natural behaviour in
husbandry systems. For example, while our chickens’
ancestors found shelter in trees, domesticated chickens
seem perfectly content with a high perch.

Measurable indicators
For the purpose of the advisory report, the Council has identified
measurable indicators that can be used to monitor positive welfare.
One common welfare indicator is based on the way animals are
housed, such as the amount of space in the husbandry system
and the availability of facilities associated with the animals’ basic
needs. What has been lacking thus far is a consideration of the
effects of this on the animal and its mental state.

Reliably measuring an animal’s mental state in real-life
circumstances has so far remained a challenge. However,
technology offers promising new opportunities, such as the
use of sensors, image recognition and artificial intelligence.
Methods are now available for monitoring basic needs, such
as sensors that track feed intake and the indoor climate in a
stable, or sensors that monitor specific health features. Similar
solutions could be developed for monitoring animal-related
parameters.

Animal-oriented design
One good method for developing new humane husbandry
systems, and possibly also for adapting existing systems, is
‘animal-oriented design’ (Bos, 2010).
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Natural behaviour in a natural environment?

Specific animal-related parameters can play an important role
in the assessment of positive welfare (RDA, 2018). Examples of
this include visible behaviour, visible expressions of a mental
state (posture), physical injuries and physiological parameters
(such as hormone levels).
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Animal-oriented design begins with ‘ignoring’ existing systems
so as to redesign a housing system and take the essential needs
of the animals concerned as the schedule of requirements.
For example, the controllability and predictability of the
environment are very important. It is crucial for animals to
be able to choose between different options so as to adapt to
changing circumstances. In a complex environment, animals
will be able to benefit from their natural adaptability and choose
what they experience as a positive option. Animal-oriented
design affords animals the space they need to be animals.
It provides opportunities to develop new systems that meet the
six guiding principles for humane livestock farming and also
take other considerations into account, such as the interests of
the livestock farmers, the environmental impact and wishes in
society at large.

Socio-economic context
The transition towards humane livestock farming will involve a
considerable effort on the part of the Dutch livestock farming
sector. In practice, there are huge differences in terms of
the extent to which livestock farms are currently organised
according to the six guiding principles. Some systems largely
meet those principles already, but many others require
innovation and further development.
The Council has identified several critical points for
development on the road towards humane livestock farming.
For example, farmers are already confronted with the need to
adapt in response to nitrogen pollution and climate change.
The market situation also plays a very important role. If
livestock farmers compete mainly on price, they will have to
keep their costs as low as possible. Without a viable revenue
model, they simply do not have the means to invest in humane
livestock farming methods.
HUMANE LIVESTOCK FARMING – COUNCIL ON ANIMAL AFFAIRS – 11

Other policy and different type of market required
So it is clear that humane livestock farming will not come about
of its own accord. The Council has identified a need for a different
policy and a different type of market. In terms of governance,
this calls for a convincing and integrated approach. Crucially,
what is required is a coherent and coordinated plan of action
that addresses the need to ensure positive animal welfare and
reduce the environmental burden. Humane livestock farming
should be part of the transition promoted by the government
towards sustainable livestock farming.

The first and most important decision for the government to
take is to make a convincing choice, in conjunction with all
stakeholders (including livestock farmers, market parties and
civil-society organisations), for humane livestock farming.

Recommendations
This is why the Council has formulated the following
recommendations, which require the government to take up
a prominent role:
1. As a government, make a convincing choice for humane
livestock farming. Take the initiative and assume a leading
role to accelerate the development towards humane
livestock farming based on the six guiding principles.
2. Integrate humane livestock farming as a priority of equal
weight in an overall approach that also addresses other
policy issues such as climate change and nitrogen pollution.
3. Incorporate the development of effective revenue models in
the transition towards humane livestock farming.
4. As the national government, stand by the choice for humane
livestock farming and address the issue accordingly, and
proactively, at the EU level and at the level of provincial and
local authorities and water boards. Adapt policy instruments
where necessary.
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5. Create momentum for the further and faster development of
humane livestock farming by providing the necessary space
(both financially and in terms of policy).
6. Ensure that an independent progress monitoring system is
in place.
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In summary
• Animal husbandry systems are ‘humane’ if they meet the six
guiding principles as formulated by the Council and, for each
of those principles, minimise the negative and maximise the
positive aspects.
• Humane livestock farming should be part of the transition
promoted by the government towards sustainable livestock

farming. Crucially, this consists of a coherent and coordinated
plan of action that addresses the need to ensure positive
animal welfare and reduce the environmental burden.
• It is up to the government to stress the urgency of this
transition, to take the initiative and lead all efforts – in
consultation with livestock farmers, market parties, civilsociety organisations and other stakeholders – while also
setting out appropriate timelines in connection with the
advisory report.

Practical elements
In addition to formulating recommendations that focus
mainly on the government’s leading role, the Council
also provides suggestions for adding a large number of
practical elements. These are summarised below.
• Develop a covenant for the realisation of humane livestock farming that can count on broad support.
• Appoint a national authority for the transition towards
humane livestock farming.
• Design integrated sustainable livestock farming systems that are both humane and meet specific sustainability requirements.

Coalition strives for a covenant on
humane animal farming
According to the coalition agreement signed by the
government parties (VVD, D66, CDA and ChristenUnie)
on 15 December 2021, the government will take the RDA
advisory report into account in its policy decisions. By
doing so, the coalition aims to initiate the realisation
of a broad-based covenant. ‘Following up on the
recommendations of the Council for Animal Affairs,’ the
parties have agreed to ‘take the initiative, in consultation
with farmers, market parties, civil-society organisations
and other stakeholders, to realise a covenant on the
transition towards humane livestock farming. That
covenant will also include agreements on the timelines,
instruments and financial support required. It will serve
as the basis for legislation that will enter into force in
the course of the new government’s term of office to
promote a humane livestock farming sector that is in
balance with public health.’

• Clearly identify the systems that qualify as (or can be
made) ‘humane’ and the steps that livestock farmers
could make.
• Develop qualification systems to assess the extent to
which livestock farming systems are humane.
• Establish a knowledge centre for integrated sustainable and humane livestock farming.
• Incentivise farmers by means of investment grants
and integrate positive welfare and reduction of the environmental burden in the grant conditions.
• Promote the knowledge of animal-oriented design
among livestock farmers, consultants, stable designers and agricultural college students.
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Annex
Composition of the forum and the Council
This advisory report from the Council on Animal Affairs (Raad
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J. Staman LLM and J.W.G.M. Swinkels MSc.

The forum was assisted from within the RDA team by
R. Pothoven MSc and Dr T.J. Bergstra (deputy secretaries) and
M.H.W. Schakenraad MSc (secretary).
The draft advisory report was submitted to the entire Council
and to the RDA Junior Network for assessment. Accordingly,
this advisory report is a product of the Council as a whole.
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