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Scientists agree that transport is generally an exceptionally stressful
episode in the life of an animal.1 It involves changes to the animal’s
whole environment. It may be handled and mixed with unfamiliar animals,
subjected to changes in temperature and air movement, possibly hurt
or injured and restricted in space, feed and water.

The framework most widely used by scientists for expressing the com-
plexity of animal welfare is the ‘Five Freedoms’ formulated by the UK
Government’s advisory scientific committee – the Farm Animal Welfare
Council (FAWC).2

There is considerable scientific evidence that long distance transport
causes many welfare problems for farm animals. As a result, it is common
for welfare to be compromised in all the areas indicated by the Five
Freedoms.

Tens of thousands of sheep routinely starve to death on ships from
Australia, simply because they cannot recognise the concentrated feed
pellets as food after a lifetime spent grazing grass.

Laying hens frequently suffer the pain and discomfort of broken bones
when removed from battery cages and placed into transport crates.3

Pig behaviour has demonstrated the distress that the noise and vibration
of transport causes. Scientists found that pigs trained to push a switch in
a noisy, vibrating transport simulator all learned to turn the simulator off,
and soon kept the apparatus switched off for about 75% of the time.4

Transportation is completely unnatural for animals. Forms of suffering
caused by transport include hunger, thirst, discomfort, pain, frustration,
fear, disease and distress. Suffering increases directly with the length of
journey endured. The issue of whether live long distance transport of
animals, only to be slaughtered at the journey’s end, is justified at all
when they could be slaughtered on the farm, or at one of the nearest
abattoirs, deserves much more attention.

THE SCIENCE OF
ANIMAL WELFARE

THE FIVE FREEDOMS OF ANIMAL WELFARE (FAWC)2

Animals should have:

Freedom from hunger and thirst by ready access to fresh water and a diet to
maintain full health and vigour

Freedom from discomfort by providing an appropriate environment, including
shelter and a comfortable resting area

Freedom from pain, injury and disease by prevention or rapid diagnosis and treatment

Freedom to express normal behaviour by providing sufficient space, proper facilities and
company of the animal’s own kind

Freedom from fear and distress by ensuring conditions and treatment which avoid
mental suffering
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A GLOBAL TRADE IN 
LIVE ANIMALS FOR SLAUGHTER

The long distance transport of live animals for slaughter is

big business around the world, despite clear evidence of the

welfare, food safety and meat quality problems it causes.

Over 60 billion farm animals are reared for food every year

worldwide. Most are transported for slaughter, often over

long distances within and between countries, on unnecessary

journeys taking days, weeks or even months. 

This massive movement of live animals means that at any

given moment, more animals are travelling around the globe

than people.

IT’S CRUEL
Year after year, millions of farm animals endure cramped, unsanitary

conditions and experience stress and exhaustion from rough handling,

hunger and thirst in extreme temperatures as they are transported live

across the world. As a result, animals suffer horrific injury, disease is

spread and many die before they reach their destination.

AND UNNECESSARY

We can stop the unnecessary long distance transport of live animals for

slaughter. Already modern exports of fresh chilled and frozen meat are

far greater than the live trade and increasing every year.

Governments can put legislation in place to make sure that animals are

slaughtered, humanely and in accordance with cultural and religious

requirements, as close to the point of production as possible. The

chilled meat can then be transported and delivered in fresh condition.

HANDLE WITH CARE - A COALITION FOR CHANGE

The lack of political leadership in tackling this global cruelty has

prompted a number of the world’s leading international animal welfare

organisations to come together to form a coalition called Handle with

Care. Our vision is to stop the inhumane handling and transportation of

live animals for slaughter. 

Our task must 

be to free 

ourselves by

widening our

circle of 

compassion to

embrace all 

living creatures.

ALBERT EINSTEIN

BEYOND CRUELTY. BEYOND REASON. LONG DISTANCE TRANSPORT AND WELFARE OF FARM ANIMALS.  1
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Transport should

be avoided 

wherever possible,

and journeys

should be as 

short as possible.

EUROPEAN FOOD
SAFETY AUTHORITY

CRUEL   
DISASTERS AT SEA ...
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On 28th January 1889, The Liverpool Mercury newspaper

described fifty cattle killed on board a steamer which

entered the UK’s Mersey port after a four-day hurricane,

saying “the manner in which these unfortunate beasts 

met their death is shocking to contemplate.”

Unfortunately, the disasters continue to occur today.

THE MV NORVANTES

In 2002, the MV Norvantes loaded 1169 head of cattle at Darwin in Australia for

export to Indonesia. 

At the end of the journey, 99 cattle had died from trauma, feed deprivation or

exposure caused by the ship’s movement and weather conditions during the

voyage.

THE MV BECRUX

Also in 2002, the maiden voyage of the MV Becrux involved transporting

63,413 sheep and 1,977 cattle from two ports in Australia (Portland and

Fremantle) to four ports in the Middle East (Dammam, Fujiarah, Doha and

Muscat). 

During the voyage, the ship encountered extreme weather conditions in the

Arabian Gulf with very high temperatures (45oC) and humidity. The resulting

overall deaths for the journey were some 1,437 sheep (over 1 in 50) and some

865 cattle (nearly half). 

THE CORMO EXPRESS

In 2003, the Cormo Express left Fremantle (Western Australia) for Jeddah

(Saudi Arabia) carrying 57,937 sheep. 

Built in 1979 as a ‘roll-on-roll-off’ ferry, the Cormo Express had been converted

to an 11-deck animal transporter in 1989. En route to Jeddah, 1.1% of the cargo

(637 sheep) died. 

On arrival in the heat of Jeddah on 21st August, the shipment was rejected by

Saudi authorities who claimed 6% of the animals suffered from ‘scabby

mouth’. The ferry then roamed the region looking for a port to unload while

political deadlock between countries ensued, until eventually being accepted by

Eritrea on 24th October.

After almost 11 weeks at sea in extreme temperatures and humidity, one in ten,

some 5,692 animals had died, mostly from heat stress and exhaustion while

simply waiting in ports to be unloaded. 

THE DM SPIRIDON

On 5th November 2007, the Lebanese livestock carrier DM Spiridon partially

sank in the port of Cabello, Venezuela, while waiting to unload Brazilian cattle.

1,750 cows valued at $1.2 million drowned as the ship took in water. Days later

the decomposing remains of cattle contaminated beaches and coastline of the

Triste Gulf.
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On 15th February 1882, the sailing ship Dunedin left NewZealand on a 98-day voyage to London. It was carrying forthe first time 5,000 frozen sheep carcasses the 12,000miles to Britain, in a bold venture for the newly-formedBell-Coleman Mechanical Refrigeration Company.
When the meat export reached the Port of London people were amazed. TheTimes newspaper reported, “Today we have to record such a triumph overphysical difficulties as would have been unimaginable very few years ago. NewZealand has sent into our London market five thousand dead sheep in as goodcondition as if they had been slaughtered in some suburban abattoir.”One of the New Zealand lamb packers had slipped a note in with one of thecarcasses. It asked whoever in England should find the note, and eat the meat,to write back and say if they had enjoyed it. Sure enough, the note was foundand the packer duly received a positive response.

However, over 125 years later, the cruel and unnecessary long distance trans-port of live animals for slaughter still exists.
Even just eight years later, in 1890, questions were already being asked aboutthe necessity of live transport. The book Cattle Ships reported that when ships roll and pitch, “cattle are thrown together in a heap on the deck, slipperyfrom dung and urine, and thrown from side to side in a confused mass untilthey die.”

Cattle Ships was “the fifth chapter of Mr Plimsoll’s second appeal for ourseamen”, but was published out of order “on account of its pressing urgency”because it “involves such cruelty to animals”.
“The first thing it appeared to me to be necessary to ascertain,” wrote Plimsoll,“was why cattle for food are imported alive at all, seeing that great quantities

4 BEYOND CRUELTY. BEYOND REASON. LONG DISTANCE TRANSPORT AND WELFARE OF FARM ANIMALS.
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The Dunedin in 1876, by Frederick Tudgay
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of beef are imported in a refrigerated state from America, Australia and NewZealand.”

The chief inspector at Smithfield’s Meat Market told Plimsoll that the best beefto eat was that which came over as dead meat, because the beef which isbrought over alive is injured on the journey, reducing the quality of the carcass.Plimsoll’s manifesto also complained that unscrupulous salesmen were passingoff live imports as locally reared animals, and that the cruel live trade only con-tinued because it made money. “There is no cruelty to the cattle, and no risk tothe men, that will stop them if there is money in it,” one seaman told Plimsoll.“Prolonged torture” was Plimsoll’s verdict on the way the animals werejammed tightly together in overcrowded, foul conditions, standing all the timesometimes for the sixteen days on board, mad and furious with terror andunrest. Infectious diseases spread rapidly. Disasters at sea, from fires to ship-wreck, were common. 

The Press, a New York newspaper, remarked that “a sea-sick man is one of themost pitiful things one can see, but his sufferings are nothing to those of theanimals. They will look at one so pleadingly and helplessly that you almost feellike crying for them.” The Press went on to wonder why someone did not thinkto have a law passed.

Samuel Plimsoll was first elected an English Member of Parliament for Derby in 1868, and unsuccessfully petitioned for a Bill in Parliament that absolutelyprohibited the importation of live cattle for food.
Mankind has made tremendous advances in the last 125 years, but sadly thecruelty of live animal transport would be just as familiar to Plimsoll today as it was in 1890.

UNNECESSARY125 YEARS OF PROGRESS?

BEYOND CRUELTY. BEYOND REASON. LONG DISTANCE TRANSPORT AND WELFARE OF FARM ANIMALS.  5
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The stress on farm animals as they are transported to 

the abattoir is one of the most severe events they suffer

during the process of meat production. There is a direct

relationship between transport time and the possibility of

increased biological cost during transportation5 which will

produce carcass damage or low-quality meat.6

While an absence of an effect on meat quality does not guarantee the absence

of suffering, the quantification of injuries, bruises, scratches, blemishes, broken

bones, mortality, morbidity, the incidence of abnormal meat pH, and carcass

and meat quality, all provide information about the welfare of the animals

during handling, transport and lairage.5,7,8

POULTRY
Poultry transport is the largest movement of commercial livestock in the

world.9 More than 40 billion chickens were transported globally in the year

2000 alone, over six times the entire human population of the planet. 

Birds are one of the most easily frightened farm animals. Most suffer physical

injury during the capture, loading, transport and slaughter process. The inci-

dence of broken bones in broilers has been estimated to be around 95%, with

three or four breaks per carcass.10

Broken bones, haemorrhaging and bruising are the most common injuries.11 It

has been estimated that 6.7% of the carcasses are downgraded due to bruising

or black spots.12 All of these problems degrade the value of the meat.13

Transport stress, coupled with deprivation of food and water, can lead to weight

loss, reduced carcass yield and changes in the post-mortem acidification of the

meat.14 Heat stress during transport also constitutes a major threat to poultry

welfare and carcass/meat quality.15 The distribution of dead chickens within the

truck on arrival at the abattoir is closely associated with the thermal loads

within the truck.16,17

REDUCED
MEAT QUALITY

6 BEYOND CRUELTY. BEYOND REASON. LONG DISTANCE TRANSPORT AND WELFARE OF FARM ANIMALS.

The most 

advisable decision

is to slaughter

animals as close

to the farm as

possible.

Premiums could

be developed for

farmers to

promote this 

recommendation

and avoid long 

distance journeys.

PROF. GUSTAVO MARIA
LEVRINO, UNIVERSITY
OF ZARAGOZA, SPAIN
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Furthermore, the report stated that profitability of the live export trade is sup-

ported by market distortions that are created by Government policies, and if it

were not for these factors, the rising demand for meat in importing countries

would have been met by exports of chilled and frozen meat.

Others also argue that growth in live exports has contributed to a decline in

the meat-processing sector in some regions in Australia.50

In addition to the inherent death rates recorded in sheep and cattle on every

sea voyage, the ever present danger of specific accidents cannot be avoided.

There have been well documented disasters such as the maiden voyage of the

MV Becrux where some 1,437 sheep and 865 cattle died from heat stress,51,52

and the tragedy of the Cormo Express carrying sheep to Saudi Arabia, where

after almost 11 weeks stuck at sea in extreme temperatures and humidity due

to political arguments, some 5,692 animals died (1 in 10), mostly from heat

stress and exhaustion while waiting in ports simply to be unloaded.53,54
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Most live transport of animals in Europe is by road, but 

some sea journeys are still significant. Inconsistencies in

enforcement of transport legislation within the EU cause the

most serious welfare problems, with reported infringements

including: overstocking; illegal route plans; inadequate road

vehicles; and sick, injured and dead animals. 

Even where legislation governing the welfare of transported animals is adhered

to, many endure long journeys in cramped conditions and may also be exposed

to regional variations in climate which can further compromise their welfare.

Transactions in live animals amount to 19.8% of the total cattle trade, 10.3% of

the pig trade, 15.9% of the sheep trade, 13.3% of the poultry trade, but 46% of

the total horse trade. Of particular concern are horses and pigs transported to

Southern Italy, and sheep that are imported into Greece.  

Europe’s largest long distance trade is the export each year of around two

million pigs from The Netherlands to Spain and Italy, enduring a journey of up

to 1,800km.55 Greece is also a major importer of sheep from Romania. In 2007,

Greece was referred to the European Court of Justice for persistent non-

compliance with legislation regulating animal welfare during transport.

EUROPE’S HORSE TRADE

While the number of horses being transported long distance for slaughter in

Europe is lower than for other farm species, the welfare needs of horses are so

specific, and reports of animals suffering so frequent, that this trade has long

been criticised. 

Historically, Eastern Europe, particularly Poland, with good pasturing for horses

but no demand for horse meat, has supplied Italy where a strong demand for

horse meat has provided an attractive market. 

A 1998 Polish Audit Commission report highlighted welfare concerns over

irregularities in the transport of horses and insufficient veterinary controls.

Fortunately, in recent years there has been a significant shift away from live

export and towards export of meat. In 1999, live exports averaged some

SPOTLIGHT ON 

EUROPE
Animals should be

slaughtered as 

near the point of 

production as 

possible... the long

distance transport

of animals for

slaughter should

be replaced, as

much as possible,

by a carcass only

trade.

FEDERATION OF
VETERINARIANS OF
EUROPE
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80,000 head per year, falling to half this number by 2003. At the same time

the volume of horsemeat exported rose from the carcass equivalent of some

10,000 head in 1995 to an average carcass equivalent of almost 40,000 head

in the period 2000-2003.  

However, whilst these live imports from Eastern Europe have declined, welfare

concerns have been growing over increasing imports of live horses from Spain

to Italy. In 2005, this new trade route had grown to 10,136 horses, with the lack

of enforcement of animal welfare regulations in Spain resulting in excessive

livestock densities and journeys of over 30 hours without rest at a staging

point, water or feed.

The incentive for the live horse trade would appear to be primarily related to

the fact that if the meat is slaughtered in Italy it can be misleadingly marketed

as being meat of Italian origin. Changes in legislation are needed to prevent

consumers being misled regarding the country of origin.

THE ECONOMICS OF CRUELTY 

It is often said that the cost of transporting meat in refrigerated vehicles

inhibits the conversion of the live slaughter trade into an entirely carcass 

trade.55

However, research has shown that the transport of carcasses is cheaper than

live transport when the regulations are followed.55 Other studies have similarly

found that transporting live animals is only cheaper when unacceptably cruel

transport conditions are used.  

Research into the economics of the live horse and horsemeat trade from

Hungary to Italy also showed that transport costs were lower for carcasses,

except when horses were transported under the sub-optimal conditions that

were commonly in use at that time.56

When the conditions of live animal transport were raised and enforced properly

in accordance with EU rules, the economic balance changed abruptly and it

became cheaper to transport meat rather than live horses. 
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In the Middle East, both cultural and religious factors

create demand for a huge number of live ruminants, 

especially sheep, although an historic dietary shift is 

now taking place with more eggs, chicken and meat 

being eaten by an affluent middle class. 

Arid climatic conditions in most parts of the region mean that not enough

animals are produced locally to be self-sufficient. Therefore, the Middle East

imports millions of live ruminants from countries such as Australia, Brazil,

China, parts of Europe, Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Sudan, Somalia and Pakistan.

Saudi Arabia is by far the largest importer of live animals in the region and has

regularly imported three to five million sheep and a million or so goats annu-

ally over the past decade. Lebanon imports cattle and sheep from other parts

of the world, with cattle originally coming from the European Union until trade

subsidies ended, and now in more recent years from Brazil. 

All of Jordan’s small ruminant imports come from Australia, with re-export of

animals from Jordan to neighbouring countries. Kuwait’s imports of live sheep

from Australia have steadily increased over the past decade to exceed 1.5

million in 2001. Qatar imports livestock from a variety of sources, including

300,000 – 400,000 live sheep annually from Australia.

OIE GUIDELINES NOT YET IMPLEMENTED 

Animal welfare issues are important as these animals endure a long sea

journey, with long road transport both before and after, mostly in open trucks

and vans without proper rest, food or water. In many Middle East countries it 

is common for the animals to be transported in overloaded open trucks, or

crammed into the boot of cars, or even tied to the roof-rack.

All the countries of the Middle East are members of the OIE, but OIE Guidelines

on Animal Welfare, especially with reference to land and sea transport, are not

yet implemented. Specific laws on animal welfare do not exist in most of the

countries of the region where inhumane transport and slaughter is of great

concern. 

SPOTLIGHT ON THE 

MIDDLE EAST

A good deed done

to an animal is as

meritorious as a

good deed done 

to a human being,

while an act of

cruelty to an

animal is as bad

as an act of

cruelty to a

human being.

PROPHET MOHAMMED
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Problems associated with the livestock trade in the Middle East were identified

as far back as 1983,57 and investigators have continued to gather graphic 

evidence of widespread animal abuse. 

HUMANE HALAL 

Current cultural preferences drive the traditional live wet market and fresh

meat trade. The religious rituals of Kosher and Halal slaughter are meant to be

strictly adhered to in Israel and all Arab countries. 

Many Middle Eastern consumers put more trust in the likely religious 

observance of local slaughter, than in chilled imports from abroad, even when

these are certified by the appropriate national Halal Meat Authority.

However, there is much evidence to show that often these religious practices

are not complied with properly in some Middle Eastern slaughterhouses, 

especially in those countries which lack legislation to prosecute offenders 

who violate the religious edicts on animal welfare. 

Ironically, many certified Halal chilled and frozen meat imports may guarantee

consumers a much higher level of strict religious observance than their local

fresh meat.

But the live wet market and fresh meat trade is beginning to decline as 

prosperity and hence consumer habits change, particularly when multi-national

supermarket retailers become established.

Countries of the Middle East which are importing live sheep are already

importing more and more frozen or chilled meat after ensuring that all 

religious rituals have been performed at the slaughterhouse in the exporting

country, sometimes even by having their own supervising agency. For example,

there are already many Australian abattoirs providing Halal certified exports to

the Middle East, with the capacity to provide much more. 
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CONCLUSION AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Over 60 billion animals are reared for food each year

worldwide. Most are transported, often over long 

distances, both within and between countries, just to 

be slaughtered at their destination. 

This trade in live animals takes place against a background of increasing

scientific awareness of the problems caused for animal welfare, food

safety and meat quality. 

Inherent death and injury rates recorded in ship and truck transporta-

tion highlight the cruelty.

But what we already know about poor welfare and long distance 

transport is not put into practice to prevent disease and injuries, such

as bruising, that reduce meat quality. Where regulations do exist, their

enforcement has proved ineffective and expensive.

As more information becomes available, it suggests there is probably no

humane way to transport animals over long distances by sea or land,

and the economic advantage of considering welfare becomes clearer. 

For example, any short-term costs in slaughtering animals close to the

farm where they are produced will be covered by the long-term benefits

of avoiding disease spread and reduced meat quality. A meat-only trade

costs far less to enforce than complex live transport legislation.

It has been over 125 years since the first frozen meat carcasses were

sent around the world. Old-fashioned live transport has already been

partly replaced by a growing meat trade, and 21st century chilled and

frozen facilities are available.

The greatness of 

a nation and its

moral progress

can be judged by

the way its

animals are

treated.

GANDHI
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An increasing number of authorities, including intergovernmental

organisations, are now giving due regard to such evidence. The Handle

with Care Coalition of international animal welfare organisations urge

Governments and other key stakeholders to take action:

• Governments should commit to a date by which they will ban the long

distance transport of live animals for slaughter, and start working with

stakeholders on converting to a meat-only export trade.

• Governments without higher standards should adopt and enforce OIE 

transport standards as the legal minimum. Governments should also

ensure that hauliers are aware of and comply with the transport

legislation and that these standards are rigorously enforced

• A system of premiums should be developed for farmers who do not

transport their animals beyond one of the nearest available abattoirs.

• Payments to handlers should be introduced that reward careful han-

dling which results in low incidences of injury and better meat quality.

• Transporters should be made responsible for the animals during the

journey, so that they have to pay for the economic losses if deaths,

injury and bruising occur in transit.

• Insurance schemes against bad practices, which result in deaths, injury

and poor meat quality, should not be permitted for any stakeholder in

the transportation chain. 

• Retailers should ensure that a commitment to avoid products involving

the long distance transport of live animals is included in the animal

welfare codes of practice in their overall Corporate Social

Responsibility policies.

• Labelling laws should ensure that consumers cannot be misled about

the country of origin. Practices that identify only the country of

slaughter must not be allowed.
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