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OVERVIEW
Whilst working with Animal Equality UK on their Ask Prioritisation, we saw an 
avenue for further exploration and prioritisation of asks within the wider UK 
context. We want our research to be as useful to as many groups as possible and as 
such, decided to run a simultaneous research process for the full UK context outside 
of the limitations of Animal Equality UK’s scope. 

We contacted all major animal advocacy organisations in this region and they were 
keen to understand the results of this UK-wide scoping following our research.

We would like to thank the experts we looked to for guidance in this report.

Animal Ask has been founded with the express aim to optimise and prioritise future 
asks to assist animal advocacy organisations in their efforts to reduce farmed 
animal suffering. We provide organisations with in-depth research narrowly targeted 
at key decisions between different animal asks, supporting organisations, individual 
activists, policymakers and donors so that they may do more good in the long-term.



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
This ask requires meat and animal 
products imported into the UK to meet 
the UK's standards on animal welfare 
during production. This could be 
achieved through a ban on importing 
products that do not meet the UK's 
welfare standards (whether all welfare 
standards or a set of core welfare 
standards). Such a ban would cause UK 
consumers to purchase less lower-
welfare products and more higher-
welfare products. This, in turn, would 
mean that there is an overall increase in 
higher-welfare production, improving 
the lives of farm animals. Additionally, 
when the re a re fu tu re we l fa re 
improvements made in the UK, this ask 
would also restrict the import of 
products that do not meet those future 
standards. Other versions of this ask 
include a ban on particular products 
(e.g. foie gras) or placing lower tariffs 
on higher-welfare products.

Our cost-effectiveness analysis suggests 
that this ask has the potential to benefit a 
large number of animals. This analysis 
also suggests that most of the benefit 
would come from improving the lives of 
chickens who are raised for meat in 
Thailand and, to a lesser extent, Brazil. 
Given this, it could be a useful strategy 

to focus specifically on improving the 
welfare conditions of chickens destined 
for import to the UK. However, such a 
strategy may cause harm to people by 
reinforcing xenophobic ideas and 
causing jobs to be lost in those 
countries, and so the wellbeing of 
people would also need to be ensured.

This ask's tractability is uncertain, 
although we are cautiously optimistic 
given the right campaign. Public support 
is very high, with public opinion 
surveys generally finding that 75% or 
more of respondents are supportive. 
This ask also has the support of the 
f a r m i n g i n d u s t r y, m a n y n o n -
governmental organisations, and some 
government departments. However, the 
support of MPs is more complex. There 
is a partisan divide, with Conservative 
MPs generally opposed, while MPs 
from all other major parties and most 
minor parties are supportive.

Some additional uncertainties remain. 
First, it is unclear what proportion of 
imports this ask would apply to. The 
trade deals that account for most of the 
UK's imports are already finalised. If 
this ask only applies to future trade 
agreements or to trade outside current 
agreements, then only a minority of the 

3



UK's imports would be affected. 
However, the UK has not yet negotiated 
trade agreements with the US, the 
Mercosur countries (Argentina, Brazil, 
Paraguay, and Uruguay), or Thailand. 
Each of these deals offer scope for 
animal welfare improvements. Second, 
there is some uncertainty as to whether 
an import ban would survive a challenge 
under international law, although most 
legal analyses have concluded that such 
a ban would survive.

Overall, we conclude that this ask has 
the potential to be high-impact and 
benefit the lives of many animals. 

We recommend that organisations in the 
UK consider this ask for a future 
campaign. We believe that it would be 
most effective for organisations to focus 
on securing commitments from parties 
in their manifestos for   the upcoming 
general election, for which there is a 
window of opportunity open now 
(mid-2022). We also believe that it 
would be effective to focus on 
col labora t ing wi th the fa rming 
community, and possibly building 
support among Conservative MPs. 
Corporate campaigns may also offer a 
way to achieve this ask. 
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This ask involves requiring meat and 
animal products imported into the UK  1

to meet the UK's standards on animal 
welfare during production. Most likely, 
this would require imports to meet a set 
of particular core welfare standards, 
rather than all domestic welfare 
standards (Trade & Animal Welfare 
Coalition 2021a).

Currently, the UK is in the process of 
negotiating numerous trade agreements, 
given the country's recent exit from the 
EU. This ask could be implemented via 
a clause in these trade agreements that 
requires imports to meet UK animal 
welfare standards; or a Bill applying this 
requirement across all trading partners; 
or a Bill giving MPs the power to place 
this requirement on particular products. 
Each of these mechanisms would have 
different benefits and risks. For 
example, implementing this ask within 
trade agreements would have much 
lower legal risk; a Bill implementing a 
blanket ban would be much faster and 
more comprehensive; and a power 
e n a b l i n g t h e M P s t o d e c i d e 
requirements might allow welfare 

standards on imports to increase more 
easily in the future. There are alternative 
op t ions , i nc lud ing mul t i l a t e r a l 
agreements , preferent ial tar i ffs , 
labelling, and retailer action (see section 
"Alternative policies"). This ask has 
been promoted by several animal 
advocacy organisations (Stevenson 
2018).

During the UK's ongoing trade 
negotiations, government departments, 
many non-governmental organisations, 
and many members of the farming 
community have expressed concerns 
about unrestricted imports of lower-
welfare meat and animal products. Such 
imports present three main risks for 
animal welfare (Offor 2020). Firstly, 
lower-welfare imports can dilute the UK 
market, increasing demand by UK 
consumers for cheaper, lower-welfare 
products. Secondly, lower-welfare 
imports may come to dominate the UK's 
market, expanding lower-welfare 
production in other countries (Grethe 
2007). Thirdly, since lower-welfare 
products are cheaper to produce, UK 
farmers may not be able to compete 

  In this report, we focus on the UK. However, the trade patterns of Northern Ireland are likely to be different, given the 1

effects of the Northern Ireland Protocol. If this is the case, then this report and its conclusions would instead apply to 
Great Britain only.
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with foreign producers (House of Lords 
2017). As such, farmers may pressure 
the UK government to abandon, 
weaken, or slow the improvement of the 
UK’s welfare standards (Trade and 
Agriculture Commission 2021; House of 
Lords 2017; Offor 2020). 

Ideally, this ask would avert these three 
risks. It is unlikely that this ask would 
actually change standards in other 
countries, though this depends on how 
important the UK market is to each 
particular industry within a given 
country (Cox 2020). 
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THEORY OF CHANGE  
The causal chain of this ask is summarised below. To begin, the UK government 
restricts imports on meat and animal products produced to welfare standards lower 
than the UK’s. This causes UK consumers to purchase less lower-welfare products 
and more higher-welfare products. This, in turn, means that there is an overall 
increase in higher-welfare production, improving the lives of farm animals.

Additionally, this ask might also apply to future asks in the UK. In other words, when 
there are future welfare improvements made in the UK, this ask would also restrict 
the import of products that do not meet those future standards. We expect that this 
effect would be most significant if legal protections are granted to fish, but this effect 
is also relevant to welfare improvements for other groups of animals. Although this 
would depend on how this ask is implemented in legislation, we believe that this 
dimension of the ask may magnify its overall impact considerably. Separately, this 
ask might enable the UK government to increase domestic standards even further, as 
there could be greater acceptance of higher standards among the UK farming 
community if such standards are applied to imports in parallel.

There may also be some exporting countries that increase their animal welfare 
standards to gain access to the UK market, whether via individual farms increasing 
their standards or governments introducing new regulations. However, we believe 
that this effect would be small (Cox 2020). 
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COMPARING ANIMAL 
WELFARE IN THE UK AND 
TRADE PARTNERS 
Here, we summarise some key 
differences in farm animal welfare 
standards between the UK and its trade 
partners. These descriptions are not 
exhaustive. Rather, we intend to list 
some of the key differences between 
animal welfare standards in the UK and 
its trade partners as one way of 
illustrating the practices that may 
change if this ask is implemented. In 
other words, these are some of the 
concrete ways that animals may benefit 
from this ask. 

For this section, we have selected five 
trade partners that we believe are 
particularly relevant for this ask. The 
EU is responsible for the vast majority 
of the UK's trade in agricultural 
products. Similarly, Australia and New 
Zealand are of particular relevance for 
certain meat products. However, those 
three trading partners have already 
agreed on the deta i l s of t rade 
agreements with the UK. If this ask is 
implemented as a blanket import ban, 
then this ask could still apply to those 
trade agreements. It remains unclear 
what form this ask would take in reality. 
Given this, we also discuss two trade 

partners that are responsible for large 
amounts of trade in meat and animal 
products, but have not yet agreed on 
post-Brexit trade agreements with the 
UK: the US and Mercosur (a trade bloc 
consisting of Argentina, Brazil , 
Paraguay, and Uruguay). Note that 
further details on the current state of 
trade negotiations are given in the 
"Progress of trade agreements" section.

The overall scores for each country and 
trading bloc for "Protecting animals 
used in farming" are given in Table 1. 
These scores are from the Animal 
Protection Index, published by World 
Animal Protect ion (2020a) . We 
elaborate on these scores below.

Table 1: For each country or bloc 
discussed in this section, this table lists 
the score for that country or bloc for the 
category "Protecting animals used in 
farming". Scores range from A (best) to 
G (worst).

 
Scores are from the Animal Protection 
Index by World Animal Protection 
(2020a). Note that the score for the 
category "Protecting animals used in 
farming" is different from the overall 
score from the Index. For the EU and 
Mercosur, we have listed all countries 
within those blocs that were given 
scores in the Index.  
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Comparing UK and the EU
Overall, the EU has very similar animal 
welfare standards to the UK (Stevenson 
2018). This is unsurprising, given the 
fact that the UK was a member state of 
the EU until recently. Critically, the EU 
is also exploring this ask - the 
Presidency recently commissioned a 
report that will explore whether imports 
could be restricted based on standards of 
animal welfare, health, and the 
environment (European Commission 
2022).

However, there are some notable 
differences between countries. In the 
"Protecting animals used in farming" 
section of the Animal Protection Index, 

EU countries scored B (two countries), 
C (three countries), D (four countries) 
and F (one country). This compares to 
the UK's score of D. Notably, only one 
EU country scored worse than the UK: 
Romania, which scored F. 

Furthermore, the UK has begun the 
process of transposing EU animal 
welfare legislation into UK law. In 
doing so, the UK is taking the 
opportunity to review animal welfare 
standards and improve these standards 
where possible (House of Lords 2017). 
For example, the UK government is 
currently reviewing the limits on animal 
transport times. Similarly, the Animal 

COUNTRY OR BLOC SCORE FOR FARMED ANIMALS

UK D

EU

B (Austria, Sweden)
C (Denmark, Netherlands, Poland)
D (France, Germany, Italy, Spain)
F (Romania)

Australia E

New Zealand C

US E

Mercosur F (Argentina, Uruguay)
D (Brazil)
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Welfare (Kept Animals) Bill, if passed, 
would ban the live export of animals.

If the UK does improve animal welfare 
standards, then this ask may improve the 
lives of animals in the EU. Also, if this 
ask is not implemented, then the 
existence of a free-trade agreement with 
t h e E U m i g h t d i s c o u r a g e t h e 
government f rom making large 
improvements to welfare.

Therefore, this ask may bring some 
benefits to animals in the EU. However, 
given the close similarity between the 
animal welfare standards in the UK and 
the EU, we expect that these benefits 
would be small. On top of this, the UK 
and the EU have already concluded a 
trade agreement, so whether this ask 
affects animals in the EU depends on 
how this ask is implemented.

Comparing UK and Australia
Overall, Australia has worse animal 
welfare standards than the UK. In the 
"Protecting animals used in farming" 
section of the Animal Protection Index, 
Australia scored an E compared to the 
UK's score of D.

Australia has many welfare practises 
that are banned or restricted in the UK 

(Trade & Animal Welfare Coalition 
2021b):

• I n A u s t r a l i a , t h e r e i s n o 
r e q u i r e m e n t f o r C C T V i n 
slaughterhouses. In the UK, 
almost all slaughterhouses are 
equipped with CCTV. 

• In Australia, barren battery cages 
for hens are widespread. These 
cages are banned in the UK.

• In Australia, it is legal to transport 
cows and sheep for 48 hours 
without food or water. In the UK, 
the maximum journey time is 28 
hours, and a one-hour rest is 
required after 14 hours (although 
this is under review by the 
government).

• In Australia, the maximum 
stocking density for hens allows 
550 square centimetres per hen. 
This is smaller than the 750 square 
centimetres required in the UK.

• In Australia, it is legal to practise 
mulesing. This procedure involves 
removing strips of skin from the 
buttocks of sheep, often without 
pain relief. This procedure is 
banned in the UK.

• In Australia, it is legal to feed beef 
with hormones. This practice is 
banned in the UK.

• In Australia, it is legal to practise 
zero-grazing for cows. This 
involves keeping cows in barns 
and feeding them harvested grass, 
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rather than allowing the cows to 
graze outdoors. This practice does 
not occur in the UK.

• In Australia, it is legal to keep pigs 
in sow stalls, although this 
p r a c t i c e i s r e s t r i c t e d a n d 
uncommon. This practice is 
banned in the UK.

• In Australia, it is legal to dock the 
tails of pigs, and this practice is 
widespread. In the UK, this 
practice is theoretically restricted, 
although it remains widespread in 
reality.

• In Australia, the use of antibiotics 
and yield-enhancing drugs is many 
times higher than that in the UK.

For these reasons, we expect this ask 
would significantly improve the lives of 
the animals raised in Australia for export 
to the UK. However, the UK and 
Australia have already signed a trade 
agreement, and so whether this ask 
affects animals in Australia depends on 
how this ask is implemented.

Comparing UK and New Zealand
Overall, animal welfare standards in 
New Zealand and the UK are considered 
broadly equivalent (RSPCA 2020). In 
fact, New Zealand has better animal 
welfare standards than the UK in some 
instances. In the "Protecting animals 
used in farming" section of the Animal 

Protection Index, New Zealand scored a 
C compared to the UK's score of D. The 
different scores reflect the fact that there 
are some advantages in New Zealand's 
animal welfare standards, such as that 
non-stun slaughter is banned in New 
Zealand.

As such, it is unlikely that a ban on 
lower-welfare imports from New 
Zealand would benefit the lives of 
animals. In addition, the UK and New 
Zealand have already reached an 
agreement in principle for a trade 
agreement, so whether this ask affects 
animals in New Zealand depends on 
how this ask is implemented.

Comparing UK and the US
Overall, the US has worse animal 
welfare standards than the UK. In the 
"Protecting animals used in farming" 
section of the Animal Protection Index, 
the US scored an E compared to the 
UK's score of D.

The US has many welfare practises that 
are banned or restricted in the UK (Treat 
and Delargy 2020; Stevenson 2018):

• In the US, there are no federal 
laws protecting animal welfare on 
farms. Animal welfare laws differ 
significantly from state to state.
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• In the majority of US states, it is 
legal to keep egg-laying chickens 
in barren battery cages, and it is 
legal to keep pigs in sow stalls. 
These two practices are banned in 
the UK.

• In the US, it is legal to castrate 
male pigs without pain relief. In 
the UK, this practice is strongly 
regulated and uncommon.

• In the US, it is legal to use 
growth-promoting drugs, such as 
ractopamine. These drugs are 
banned in the UK.

For these reasons, we expect this ask to 
significantly improve the lives of the 
animals raised in the US for export to 
the UK. 

Comparing UK and the Mercosur 
countries
Overall, the Mercosur countries 
(Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and 
Uruguay) have worse farm animal 
welfare standards than in the UK. In the 
"Protecting animals used in farming" 
section of the Animal Protection Index, 
the Mercosur countries scored F (two 

countries) and D (one country). This 
compares to the UK's score of D.

Neither Uruguay nor Argentina have 
animal welfare laws that are specific to 
pigs, broiler chickens, egg-laying hens, 
or dairy cows. In Uruguay and 
Argentina, sow stalls, farrowing crates, 
cages, and surgical operations (e.g. 
mutilation of piglets, beak trimming of 
hens) are all legal. This compares to the 
UK, where all of these practices are 
either banned or regulated.

Brazil has demonstrated some progress 
in animal welfare by partnering with 
non-governmental organisations to 
develop welfare standards in some 
areas. However, Brazil still has no 
animal welfare laws that are specific to 
pigs, broiler chickens, or egg-laying 
hens (although there are specific laws 
for dairy cows).

For these reasons, we expect this ask to 
significantly improve the lives of the 
animals raised in the Mercosur countries 
for export to the UK.  
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PUBLIC OPINION 
The British public appears to be very 
supportive of this ask, as indicated by 
three recent public opinion surveys and 
an online petition.

In April 2021, 2,093 adults in the UK 
were asked whether they agree with the 
statement: "the Government should 
ensure all imported food meets the same 
environmental and animal welfare 
standards as food produced in the UK." 
77% of respondents agreed, 6% 
disagreed, and we assume that the 
remaining 17% were unsure or 
supported neither view  (British Guild 2

of Agricultural Journalists 2021). This 
question was part of a larger survey that 
involved many questions about meat 
safety, which may have affected the 
responses.

In August 2020, 2,065 adults in England 
were asked: "The UK Government made 
a commitment during the December 
2019 General Election to not lower 
animal welfare standards in trade 
agreements with other countries after 
Brexit (i.e. after the UK left the 
European Union). To what extent, if at 
all, do you agree or disagree that the UK 

Government should honour that 
commitment?" 75% of respondents 
agreed, 13% disagreed, and 12% did not 
know (Savanta ComRes 2020a). 
Interestingly, higher age appeared to be 
associated with higher agreement. This 
statement was framed in terms of the 
government honouring a commitment, 
which may have affected the level of 
support among respondents. Also, a 
commitment to "not lower animal 
welfare standards" could be interpreted 
as the UK not lowering its domestic 
standards, rather than banning lower-
welfare imports. Respondents' support 
might change depending on how they 
interpret this commitment.

In January 2020, 2,015 adults in Great 
Britain were asked: "As the UK leaves 
the EU, to what extent, if at all, would 
you be concerned if the UK government 
relaxed laws on meat quality standards, 
in order to secure trade agreements with 
the USA and the rest of the world?" 81% 
o f r e s ponden t s r epo r t ed be ing 
concerned, 12% reported not being 
concerned, and 7% did not know 
(Savanta ComRes 2020b). Notably, this 
question did not mention animal 
welfare, and it was part of a larger 

 We were unable to find the full report of this particular survey online.2
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survey that involved many questions 
about meat safety which may have 
affected the responses.

While each survey has particular 
nuances, their findings are consistent in 
finding high public support for the 
government maintaining high standards 
of food production. All three surveys 
were conducted by Savanta ComRes, 
with the results of all three weighted to 
be representative of the UK population.

Further evidence of high public support 
for this ask comes from a petition that 
was circulated in 2020. This widely 
publicised petition called for the UK 
government to safeguard "the UK's high 
standards of food production in future 
trade agreements" (National Farmers’ 
Union 2021b). This petition received 
over one million signatures. Notably, 
this petition had a broad focus, 
encompassing not only animal welfare 
but also food safety and sustainability.

Overall, the evidence strongly suggests 
that public support for this ask is high.

SUPPORT FROM MEMBERS 
OF PARLIAMENT (MPs) 
This ask has been debated in Parliament 
a number of times. In July 2020, the 

House of Commons debated adding a 
clause to the Trade Bill that would have 
implemented this ask. Specifically, the 
clause would have required the UK's 
trade agreements to only allow the 
import of goods that meet the UK's 
standards in animal welfare (as well as  
other areas). The House of Commons 
rejected this clause. This vote was 
essentially made along party lines. 337 
MPs voted against this clause, including 
almost every Conservative MP. 251 MPs 
voted for this clause, including all MPs 
from Labour and the SNP, and most 
MPs from minor parties (UK Parliament 
2020c).

In September 2020, the House of Lords 
introduced an amendment to the 
Agriculture Bill. This amendment would 
have required the UK's imports of food 
and agricultural products to meet 
domestic standards, including in animal 
welfare. 307 Lords supported the 
amendment, including all Lords from 
Labour and the Liberal Democrats. 212 
Lords opposed the amendment , 
including most Lords from the 
Conservatives. There were a few 
miscellaneous Lords on either side (UK 
Parliament 2020b).
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The House of Commons rejected this 
clause. This vote was also along party 
lines. 332 MPs voted against this clause, 
including most Conservative MPs. 279 
MPs voted for this clause, including all 
MPs from Labour and the SNP, and 
most MPs from minor parties (UK 
Parliament 2020a).

Subsequently, in January 2021 the 
House of Lords introduced a similar 
amendment to the Trade Bill. This 
amendment was a softer version of the 
previous amendments, and would allow 
Parliament to scrutinise whether trade 
agreements met UK's standards of 
animal welfare and other areas. This 
amendment was also rejected by the 
House of Commons, along similar party 
lines to the votes described above (UK 
Parliament 2021b, [c] 2021).

A clear pattern emerges from these 
debates. The House of Lords supports 
this ask, but the House of Commons, 
with a Conservative majority, is 
opposed. This ask has the support of 
many MPs, particularly from Labour, 
SNP, Liberal Democrats, and minor 
parties. However, this support has not 
been sufficient for this ask to succeed in 
Parliament while there is a Conservative 
majority in the House of Commons. 

This suggests that future campaign 
efforts should focus on Conservative 
MPs.

GOVERNMENT AND ITS 
DEPARTMENTS 
The Conservative Party and its 
representatives in senior positions in 
government have stated that protecting 
the UK's animal welfare standards is a 
high priority. The manifesto of the 
Conservative Party (2019) contained a 
commitment not to compromise on 
animal welfare standards in trade 
negotiations. Likewise, the Right 
Honourable Liz Truss MP - Secretary of 
State for International Trade at the time 
- appears to have made a similar 
commitment. In Parliament in 2021, she 
stated that "in every trade deal we sign 
… we will not expose our farmers to 
unfair competition" (UK Parliament 
2021a).

However, the government appears to be 
strongly motivated to secure trade 
agreements, likely driven by domestic 
pressure to deliver on promises made 
prior to Brexit. Protecting animal 
wel fa re s tandards dur ing t rade 
agreements appears to be a low priority 
for the government. It has been claimed 
that the UK-Australia trade agreement 
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breaks this commitment by allowing the 
imports of lower-welfare meat and 
animal products (Compassion in World 
Farming 2021; Harvey 2021).

The views of particular government 
departments may differ. There have been 
suggestions in the media that Defra 
(Department for Environment, Food and 
Rural Affairs) is more supportive of this 
a sk than DIT (Depar tment fo r 
International Trade). For example, 
media reports have suggested that Defra 
was unsatisfied with the UK-Australia 
trade agreement (Pullman 2021). 
Separately, Defra proposed legislation 
that would allow the imports of lower-
welfare products to be restricted via 
secondary legislation, but DIT was not 
supportive   and this proposal was 
rejected (Casalicchio 2021).

FARMING INDUSTRY 
This ask has the benefit, uncommon 
among an imal asks , o f hav ing 
widespread support among the UK 
farming industry. This ask would mean 
that UK products are only competing 
with overseas products that are 
produced to equivalent standards. This 
would make it easier for UK farmers to 
compete in the domestic market, thus 

improving UK farmers' economic 
prospects.

To illustrate, a report by the House of 
Lords (2017) concluded that "there is 
cross-sector support for maintaining 
high levels of farm animal welfare after 
Brexit." Indeed, the online petition 
mentioned above was created and 
circulated by the National Farmers' 
Union (2021b). And in response to the 
UK-Australia trade agreement, the NFU 
expressed disappointment at what the 
deal means for UK farmers. Animal 
welfare was one of the key points of 
contention (National Farmers’ Union 
2021a). As such, it is likely that this ask 
would be widely supported by UK 
farmers.

NON-GOVERNMENTAL 
ORGANISATIONS 
Beyond animal advocacy organisations, 
this ask is likely to gain support from 
many non-governmental organisations. 
Since the UK's trade agreements also 
affect other cause areas like the 
environment, labour rights, and social 
justice, organisations from these areas 
are similarly calling for further scrutiny 
of, and restrictions on, trade agreements. 
For example, in December 2021, an 
open letter advocating for further 
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scrutiny of the UK-Australia trade 
agreement was sent to the Secretary of 
State for International Trade. This letter 
was signed by 16 organisations working 
in environmental advocacy and social 
justice (Bergan et al. 2021). Therefore, it 
is likely that such organisations could 
provide further support to a campaign 
for this ask.

Of course, some stakeholders have 
already advocated for this ask without 
achieving the desired government 
action. This is evidence against the idea 
that this ask is tractable. Nevertheless, 
there are avenues by which this ask 
could still be implemented (see below, 
"Expert Interviews").

ENFORCEMENT 
The Swiss Parliament (2019), as part of 
their justification for rejecting this ask, 
claimed that a ban on lower-welfare 
imports is very difficult and resource-
intensive to enforce. To successfully 
enforce a ban on lower-welfare imports, 
the UK government must monitor 
imports and penalise non-compliance. 
Given the immense number of existing 
regulations on imports that are enforced 
and penalised at the border, this task is 
comparatively trivial. This enforcement 
could also involve penalising UK 

companies that sell lower-welfare 
imports, as an alternative to directly 
penalising overseas companies. Thus, 
corporations would be motivated to 
monitor the standards of their imports. 

The process of deciding on and 
implementing a set of standards is very 
similar to trade policies in other areas, 
such as labour rights and greenhouse gas 
emissions. A current example comes 
from the EU, which is designing a 
policy to increase the price of imports 
with high greenhouse gas emissions 
(European Commission 2019). Although 
this policy is indeed complex to 
implement (Kuusi et al. 2020), it shows 
that a jurisdiction can design a policy 
that restricts or bans imports based on a 
nuanced criterion. We believe that a 
policy focused on animal welfare would 
be similarly complex, but feasible, to 
implement.  
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Since leaving the EU, the UK has 
concluded three trade agreements - with 
Japan, with the EU, and with Australia. 
The UK is currently negotiating many 
more trade agreements. 

(There are also a number of trade 
agreements that are essentially rollovers 
of the agreements from when the UK 
was part of the EU. Since these are 
mostly intended to be temporary, we 
will not discuss them here.)

Our cost-effectiveness analysis revealed 
that, despite the fact that agreements 
have been signed with some important 
trade partners, this ask is likely to be 
highly effective even if it does not apply 
to imports from those partners (see 
section "Cost-Effectiveness Analysis" 
below). Also, t rade agreements 
generally take several years to negotiate 
and sign (Freund and McDaniel 2016; 
Moser and Rose 2012). For these 
reasons, we believe that there is likely to 
be scope to campaign on this ask for 
several years to come - or even longer, if 
the ask is implemented as a blanket ban 
across all trading partners, including 
those covered by trade agreements.

TRADE AGREEMENT WITH 
JAPAN (IN EFFECT) 
The trade agreement between the UK 
and Japan came into effect on 31 
December 2020. The agreement 
contains some minor provisions on 
animal welfare: the two parties agree to 
cooperate on matters of animal welfare; 
and the two parties are allowed to 
establish a working group to exchange 
information and expertise on animal 
welfare (UK Government 2020). While 
Japan has very low farm animal welfare 
standards, the UK imports an extremely 
small amount of meat or animal 
products from Japan. For this reason, the 
UK-Japan trade agreement has low 
relevance for this ask.

TRADE AGREEMENT WITH 
THE EU (IN EFFECT) 
The trade agreement between the UK 
and the EU came into effect on 1 May 
2021. The agreement contains some 
provisions on animal welfare, including 
that: 

• The agreement recognises animal 
sentience; 

• The two parties agree to cooperate 
on promoting and implementing 
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the best possible animal welfare 
practices 

• The two parties agree to cooperate 
on animal welfare research 

• The two parties agree to exchange 
information and expertise on 
animal welfare (UK Government 
2021b). 

The EU produces 72% of agricultural 
products imported by the UK, which 
means that this agreement is, by far, the 
largest in terms of numbers of animals 
out of all UK trade agreements (US 
Department of Agriculture 2021). 
Animal welfare standards are very 
similar in the UK and the EU 
(Compassion in World Farming 2021).

TRADE AGREEMENT WITH 
AUSTRALIA (SIGNED) 
The trade agreement between the UK 
and Australia was signed on 17 
December 2021, and is awaiting 
ratification by both countries. The 
agreement contains some provisions on 
an imal we l fa re : the agreement 
recognises animal sentience; the parties 
express support for high animal welfare 
laws; the two parties agree to cooperate 
with knowledge and expertise on animal 
welfare; and the two parties will 
establish a Joint Working Group on 

animal welfare (UK Government 
2021a).

The agreement allows for a major 
increase in imports of Australian meat 
into the UK, although this would require 
Australia to scale up its production over 
time (Trade & Animal Welfare Coalition 
2021b). Meat and animal products in 
Australia are produced to lower welfare 
standards, and for lower costs, than in 
the UK (Loeb 2021; Trade & Animal 
Welfare Coalition 2021b).

TRADE AGREEMENT WITH 
THE US (UNDER 
NEGOTIATION) 
A trade agreement between the UK and 
the US is currently under negotiation. 
Negotiations have been delayed because 
the US intends to focus on domestic 
issues in the near future (Morales and 
Martin 2021). This may present a 
window of opportunity for animal 
advocacy organisations to promote this 
ask with the UK government.

We highlight the trade agreement with 
the US because, outside of EU 
countries, the US accounts for the 
biggest share of agricultural products 
imported by the UK. However, this 
share is relatively small in absolute 
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terms, at 3.9% overall (US Department 
of Agriculture 2021). Animal welfare 
standards are lower in the US than in the 
UK (Compassion in World Farming 
2021). Meanwhile, it appears that the 
US would like the UK to lower its 
animal welfare standards, which may 
make the outcome of the UK-US trade 
agreement particularly impactful for 
animals (UK Parliament 2020c).

OTHER TRADE AGREEMENTS 
There a re severa l fu ture t rade 
agreements that may be particularly 
r e l e v a n t f o r a n i m a l a d v o c a c y 
organisations.

The first is a potential trade agreement 
between the UK and the Mercosur 
countries (Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, 
and Uruguay). Agricultural imports 
from all four Mercosur countries 
combined appear to be comparable in 
volume to those from the US (US 
Department of Agriculture 2021). Also, 
since the EU-Mercosur trade agreement 
allows for lower tariffs for higher-
welfare eggs (see below, "Legal 
hurdles"), it is possible that the 
Mercosur countries would be open to a 
similar clause in a trade agreement with 
the UK. However, a UK-Mercosur 
agreement may be unlikely in the near 

future, given that there are potential 
diplomatic hurdles and that other trade 
agreements are a greater priority for the 
UK (Hagemejer et al. 2021).

The second is the upcoming trade 
agreement between the UK and New 
Zealand. This agreement is particularly 
relevant because around 70% of the 
UK's imports of sheep meat come from 
New Zealand (British Meat Processors 
Association, n.d.). However, the UK and 
New Zealand have already reached an 
agreement in principle, with animal 
welfare language similar to that in the 
ag reemen t w i th Aus t r a l i a (UK 
Government 2021c).

Third is the upcoming trade agreement 
between the UK and Greenland (UK 
Government 2022). The UK imports a 
high volume of finfish and shellfish 
products from Greenland. However, this 
ask can only affect the UK-Greenland 
trade agreement if this ask applies to the 
deal and the UK also grants legal 
protections to finfish and/or shellfish. 
Nevertheless, if this ask does apply to 
the UK-Greenland trade agreement, it is 
possible for the UK to grant legal 
protections to finfish and/or shellfish in 
the future (see "Cost-Effectiveness 
Analysis" section below).
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The biggest question facing this ask is 
whether it is legal to restrict trade based 
on animal welfare under international 
law (House of Lords 2017). It is legal to 
restrict lower-welfare trade under a 
bilateral agreement or multilateral treaty. 
However, where trade does not occur 
under the terms of an agreement or 
treaty, the picture is more nuanced.

The first legal question is whether two 
meat products or animal products that 
are produced under different welfare 
conditions are considered 'like products'. 
If they are not considered 'like products', 
then it is legal under international trade 
law to discriminate between them 
(Ghislain 2021). This could involve a 
trade ban or differential tariffs. While 
there are some tentative suggestions that 
this is the case, the question has not 
been resolved conclusively in case law 
(Ghislain 2021).

Even if two meat products or animal 
products that are produced under 
different welfare conditions are 
considered 'like products', it may still be 
possible to discriminate between them. 
Here, the relevant piece of international 
law is the General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade (GATT). This treaty is a 

multilateral agreement enforced under 
the framework of the World Trade 
Organisation (WTO). The GATT was 
designed to promote trade by reducing 
tariffs and other trade restrictions. The 
UK has many obligations under the 
GATT, and there are many ways that 
trade restrictions based on animal 
welfare could violate these obligations 
(Blattner 2019). This would suggest that 
restricting trade based on animal welfare 
is against international law.

However, the GATT also includes some 
exceptions, which allow countries to 
r e s t r i c t t r a d e u n d e r p a r t i c u l a r 
circumstances. The most relevant of 
these exceptions is Article XX(a) of the 
GATT, which enables countries to adopt 
measures "necessary to protect public 
morals".

In 1998, there was an eruption of public 
debate in the EU about seal hunting. 
This debate caused the EU to place a 
ban on selling seals and seal products in 
the EU. The ban, which was primarily 
motivated by the desire to protect these 
animals, was challenged by Canada and 
Norway at the WTO. However, it was 
ruled that protecting animals did fall 
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under the defini t ion of 'publ ic 
morals' (Blattner 2019).

This case law indicates that trade 
restrictions based on animal welfare can 
indeed be justified under   Article XX(a) 
of the GATT (Blattner 2019; Offor and 
Walter 2017). The analysis by Offor and 
Walter (2017) supports this conclusion. 
They found a consensus among scholars 
that, given the outcome of the Seals 
case, GATT Article XX(a) can indeed be 
used as justification for restricting trade 
on animal welfare grounds. Such 
restrictions, to be justified, must also 
meet particular criteria. For example, 
the restriction must be necessary to 
achieve the desired animal welfare 
objective, must refer to animal welfare 
within the relevant legal document, must 
apply to all exporting countries equally, 
and must be the least restrictive option 
available to achieve the desired result 
(Offor and Walter 2017). However, it 
should be noted that the Seals case 
focused on wild animals. The ability to 
use the 'public morals' exemption to 
protect animal welfare has not yet been 
confirmed by case law in the context of 
farmed animals (Ghislain 2021).

Indeed, an exemption under GATT 
Article XX(a) is cited as the most 

promising avenue by animal advocacy 
organisations who support a ban on 
lower-welfare products (Trade & 
Animal Welfare Coalition 2021b). An 
EU official, speaking anonymously and 
in the context of imports into the EU, 
claimed that trade restrictions based on 
animal welfare could be designed to be 
consistent with WTO rules (Foote 
2021). The EU currently restricts the 
i m p o r t o f m e a t f r o m a n i m a l s 
slaughtered to lower welfare standards, 
a restriction that has not been challenged 
at the WTO (Cox 2020). Importantly, 
the UK House of Lords (2017) notes 
that some doubt remains around the 
legality of a trade restriction based on 
animal welfare given this remains 
untested at the WTO.

There is only one other trade agreement 
that includes a concrete regulation based 
on animal welfare. In 2019, the EU and 
the Mercosur countries (Argentina, 
Brazil, Paraguay, and Uruguay) reached 
a trade agreement that contains a clause 
requiring eggs to be produced to EU 
standards of animal welfare in order to 
benefit from zero tariffs (Cox 2020; 
E u r o p e a n C o m m i s s i o n 2 0 1 9 ) . 
Importantly, this agreement is at the 
stage of agreement-in-principle, 
meaning that the final text has not yet 

23



been published or implemented. There 
are also several trade agreements that 
pledge cooperation on matters of animal 
welfare (such as the EU's agreements 
with Chile, with Mexico, and with South 
Korea), but these do not contain any 
concrete regulations of trade.

Even if a trade ban on lower-welfare 
imports is legal, governments may use 
the potential legal difficulties as 
justification not to pursue such a ban 
(e.g. The Swiss Parliament 2019). 

To summarise the legal hurdles at the 
WTO, there are four key scenarios:

1. The UK government is worried 
about the risk from the WTO and 
never implements this ask. 
However, it appears that the UK 
government is unlikely to be 
concerned about this legal risk 
(see below, "Expert Interviews").

2. The UK government implements 
this ask, and a WTO member 
country threatens to challenge the 
UK government. In response, the 
UK government changes this ask 
to a weaker version.

3. The UK government implements 
this ask, and a WTO member 
country challenges the UK 
government. The challenge is 
unsuccessful. This would set a 
new legal precedent, enabling 

other countries to implement this 
ask also.

4. The UK government implements 
this ask, and a WTO member 
country challenges the UK 
government. The challenge is 
successful. The UK withdraws the 
ask and pays some legal fees. In 
this case, the animal advocacy 
movement would be no worse off, 
o ther than some t ime and 
resources that had been spent on 
campaigning for this ask.

The UK government does not appear 
worried about the WTO risk, and most 
legal analyses have concluded that this 
ask would survive a challenge at the 
WTO (Offor and Walter 2017). 
Therefore, the most likely scenarios 
from this list are number 2 and 3, both 
of which would result in meaningful, 
long-term benefits for animals.

Separate to this WTO route, free-trade 
agreements generally contain dispute 
mechanisms. If the UK implements this 
ask as a blanket ban across all trade 
partners, there is a chance that such a 
ban would be challenged via these 
dispute mechanisms.
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To complement our review of the 
evidence, we conducted interviews with 
multiple people who have expertise in 
trade policy and animal advocacy. These 
experts work across a wide range of 
positions within government, academia, 
and animal advocacy.

In general, the experts believed that this 
a s k w o u l d b e c o m p l i a n t w i t h 
international trade law under the GATT 
(see above, 'Legal Hurdles'). This was 
particularly true for the weaker forms of 
the ask (e.g. requiring imports to meet a 
set of core welfare standards, rather than 
all UK welfare standards). Experts also 
stated that the government is unlikely to 
be concerned by the small risk of non-
compliance with this law.

Overall, the experts expressed concerns 
about the political will for this ask due 
to the restrictions this would place on 
trade negotiations. The current UK 
Government has an interest in making 
Brexit appear successful, which requires 
trade deals to be secured. Due to this, 
animal welfare is a much lower priority 
for the government, making it highly 
unlikely that the government would risk 
the success of trade negotiations for the 
sake of animal welfare. There have also 

been reports that Defra is more 
supportive of this ask than the 
Department of International Trade 
(Casal icchio 2021) , though the 
Secretary of State for Trade has changed 
since then.

At the upcoming UK general election, 
there is a chance that the Conservative 
party will concede government to the 
Labour party (date unknown, but likely 
2023 or 2024). One expert indicated that 
a Labour government would have no 
need to make Brexit look successful, so 
the agenda of such a government would 
be more malleable. Also, historically, 
Labour MPs have always voted in 
favour of this ask in Parliament. 
However, this ask is likely to be a low 
priority even for a Labour government. 
Any government is also likely to have 
limited attention for animal welfare 
given the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
current war in Ukraine. 

Experts expressed optimism that further 
effort could increase the tractability of 
this ask. They also highlighted some 
useful strategies. There is a window now 
(mid 2022, the time of writing) to 
campaign for the major political parties 
to write this ask into their manifestos for 
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the upcoming general election. In 
addition, many farmers are supportive of 
this ask, as this ask is likely to protect 
domestic farmers from international 
competition. The government may pay 
greater attention to the demands of the 
farming community. Therefore, it may 
help to campaign in a coalition with 
r ep resen ta t ives o f the f a rming 
community, such as the National 
Farmers Union.

Lastly, one expert spoke about a future 
Convention on Animal Protection 
(Blackaby et al. 2021). This is another 
promising avenue to secure protection 
for animals in trade. There is a group of 
lawyers and legal experts currently 
advocating for the establishment of a 
Convention by a core group of 
countries.
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This section summarises our cost-
effectiveness analysis (CEA), which 
weighs organisational costs against the 
welfare benefits of the ask. However, 
some parameters are subject to high 
uncertainty, and CEAs generally face a 
number of limitations (Šimčikas 2019a; 
Holden 2016). The results of this CEA 
should be taken in light of these 
uncertainties and limitations.

We consider four scenarios in our CEA. 
Scenarios 2, 3, and 4 provide the most 
realistic estimates of the overall impact 
of this ask. Scenario 1 provides a 
b a s e l i n e e s t i m a t e o f s p e c i e s 
composition.

• In Scenario 1, we assume that this 
ask affects imports from all 
countr ies . This scenario is 
unrealistically high in terms of 
absolute numbers. However, as 
this scenario does not depend on 
classifying the countries by farm 
animal welfare, it can produce a 
useful baseline estimate of species 
composition.

• In Scenario 2, we assume that this 
ask only affects imports from 
countries with lower farm animal 
welfare than the UK. This scenario 

uses scores from the Animal 
Protection Index by World Animal 
P r o t e c t i o n ( 2 0 2 0 a ) . S o m e 
countries are not included in that 
Index. For these countries, we 
calculated scores on the basis of 
GDP per capita. This scenario is 
more realistic in terms of absolute 
numbers. However, the scenario is 
unreliable when it comes to 
species composition.

• In Scenario 3, we assume that this 
ask affects imports from all 
countries other than Australia, 
New Zealand, and the European 
Union. These are the three trading 
partners with which the UK has 
already signed trade agreements. 
This scenario provides insight into 
how effective this ask might be if 
it does not apply to those trading 
partners.

• In Scenario 4, we assume that this 
ask only affects imports from 
countries with lower farm animal 
welfare than the UK, as well as 
excluding Australia, New Zealand, 
and the European Union. In other 
words, we consider the countries 
that meet the criteria for inclusion 
in both Scenario 2 and Scenario 3.
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In the CEA, we calculated the welfare 
benefits to each group of animals, 
measured in terms of animal-lives  3

improved. In absolute terms, the number 
of animal-lives improved per dollar is 
reasonably high - and high enough for 
this ask to be a priority (Scenarios 2-4). 
In terms of species composition, almost 
all of the animal-lives improved came 
from chickens and other birds farmed 
for meat (71-91%, depending on the 
scenario). The next largest group was 
sheep farmed for wool (7-12%). In 
Scenario 1 only, there were also large 
numbers of pigs (7%) and chickens 
farmed for eggs (7%) who benefitted.

In all four scenarios, the benefits were 
dominated by chickens farmed for meat. 
In Scenarios 2-4, the overwhelming 
majority of this meat was imported in 
the form of canned chicken from 
Thailand and, to a lesser extent, Brazil.

This suggests that focusing the ask on 
chickens (and perhaps campaigning on 
the basis of welfare conditions in 
Thailand specifically) may be a way to 
make the ask more attractive to the 
government while also retaining the 
majority of the benefits for animals. 
Indeed, the chicken imported from 

Thailand appears to have been produced 
in Thailand. Thailand's stated aim is to 
be the "kitchen of the world", and the 
country exports chickens to many 
countries (Ipsos Business Consulting 
2013). The highest volumes go to Japan 
and the EU. Since the EU has also been 
considering this ask, there is a chance 
that the EU and the UK could both 
implement restrictions on the imports of 
lower-welfare chicken products. 
Speculatively, this could encourage 
Thailand's chicken industry to improve 
chicken welfare to adapt to these new 
restrictions by the major importers that 
are the EU and the UK. Although 
Thailand's farmed animal standards are 
low, the welfare standards for chickens 
do seem to have improved in recent 
years (World Animal Protection 2020b; 
Johnson 2018). A campaign that adopts 
this strategy should first research the 
specific ways in which Thailand's 
chicken welfare standards differ from 
those in the UK.

Conversely, this strategy would forego 
the benefits that arise from future 
welfare gains for non-chicken animals. 
For example, welfare improvements for 
pigs or fish would not be automatically 
accompanied by a requirement for 

  Animal-lives equals the number of animals of a group of animals multiplied by the average lifespan of animals within 3

that group.
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i m p o r t s t o a l s o m e e t t h o s e 
improvements. This strategy may also 
have less support among farmers who 
farm other species.

Notably, we did not include fish in the 
main CEA. Given that fish are given 
very limited legal protections, it is 
unlikely that a ban on lower-welfare 
products would benefit fish in the short-
term. However, such a ban may benefit 
fish if they are given more legal 
protections in the future. This is most 
likely for farmed fish, as there are 
several ongoing campaigns to improve 
welfare standards for farmed fish. For 
this reason, considering farmed fish is 
one way to understand the potential 
long-term benefits of this ask. In the 
CEA, including farmed fish multiplies 
the number of animals affected by 
between two and six. This suggests that 
this ask, if it applies to fish at a future 
point, may have long-term benefits that 
substantially exceed the short-term 
benefits.

There are some key challenges in 
modelling this ask in a CEA. Firstly, it is 
very difficult to predict the UK's future 
trade patterns. We assumed that the 
UK's existing trade patterns will 
continue into the future. However, given 

that the UK is currently negotiating 
numerous trade agreements, this 
assumption is probably unrealistic. 
Secondly, we only have a tentative idea 
of which countries have lower animal 
welfare standards than the UK. This 
makes it difficult to understand how 
many animals would be affected by this 
ask. Thirdly, the trade patterns of 
Northern Ireland are likely to be 
different, given the effects of the 
Northern Ireland Protocol. Furthermore, 
in the CEA, we have assumed that 
different versions of the ask apply to 
different sets of countries. But it is also 
possible for different versions of the ask 
to apply to different welfare standards 
(e.g. a core set of welfare standards 
rather than all UK domestic welfare 
standards), and there is insufficient data 
to capture this in our CEA. And lastly, 
due to limitations of the available data, 
there remains uncertainty around the 
number of animals imported into the 
UK.
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In this report, we have mostly described 
this ask as a complete ban on any 
imported food or agricultural product 
that was not produced to UK standards 
or better. However, there are several 
alternative asks that may improve the 
welfare standards of imports while also 
being more politically tractable.

A MULTILATERAL 
AGREEMENT ON WELFARE 
STANDARDS 
One alternative to this ask involves a 
multilateral agreement on animal 
welfare standards. A multilateral 
agreement involves multiple countries 
voluntarily agreeing to the same set of 
standards. In the context of animal 
welfare, this may involve agreeing to a 
particular set of minimum welfare 
standards in agricultural production 
(Grethe 2007). This agreement would 
likely take the form of a broad umbrella 
treaty, which can then be used to design 
and adopt more specific protocols 
(Favre 2016). 

Such an agreement would give more 
credibility and political leverage to 
animal advocacy efforts in countries that 
have ratified the agreement. It would 
also help to avoid incentives to reduce 

animal welfare standards. Furthermore, 
there is a chance that this alternative 
would be politically palatable for the 
UK government. This would allow the 
government to show leadership in 
animal protection - honouring their 
manifesto commitment - without 
actually restricting their negotiations in 
trade agreements. This alternative would 
also be very beneficial for the broader 
animal advocacy movement, making 
future animal welfare gains more 
tractable in many countries (Favre 
2016).

There are some potential risks to a 
multilateral treaty on animal welfare. 
Firstly, the process of establishing such 
a treaty could be captured by the animal 
agriculture industry (Favre 2016). This 
regulatory capture could increase the 
reputation and power of the industry 
while bringing minimal or negligible 
benefits to animals' lives (Goodfellow 
2016; Favre 2016; Duffield 2020). 
Secondly, a treaty might lock in a 
welfarist mindset (as opposed to a 
rights-oriented mindset) to animal 
protection among the global community. 
The merits of these two mindsets are 
heavily debated by animal advocates 
(e.g. Francione and Garner 2010). 
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Nevertheless, given that this alternative 
is potentially tractable and may bring 
widespread benefit to animals globally, 
we are particularly enthusiastic about 
this alternative.

There have been previous attempts to 
establish multilateral agreements on 
an ima l we l f a r e . One p roposed 
ag reemen t i s t he In t e rna t iona l 
Convention for the Protection of 
Animals. This Convention, and the 
efforts made to bring it to the attention 
of policymakers, are discussed by Favre 
(2016).

A more recent attempt is the Convention 
on Animal Protection . This Convention 4

was drafted by a group of lawyers and 
academics following a resolution by the 
American Bar Association (2021) urging 
countries to develop a multilateral 
agreement for the protection of animals. 
The draft text of the Convention 
recognises animals as sentient beings 
whose welfare interests and wellbeing 
must be protected from unnecessary 
suffering. The paragraph most relevant 
to animals used for agriculture reads:

"The Contracting Parties shall take 
all necessary steps to ensure that 

commercial animals are provided an 
a p p ro p r i a t e s p e c i e s - s p e c i fi c 
environment and the necessary care 
for their well-being, and to prevent 
cruelty to or unnecessary suffering of 
commercial animals."

While this is a vague commitment, the 
Convention would facili tate the 
adoption of specific protocols that 
provide more concrete benefits for 
animals (Favre 2016). Similarly, this 
paragraph provides a commitment that 
can be leveraged by animal advocacy 
organisations in campaigning and 
lobbying governments for concrete 
animal welfare improvements.

PREFERENTIAL TARIFFS 
Another alternative to an import ban is 
to use preferential tariffs. This involves 
placing lower tariffs on imports that do 
meet the UK's animal welfare standards 
than on those imports that do not. For 
this alternative to succeed, the tariffs on 
lower-welfare imports would need to be 
expensive enough to discourage these 
imports (Cox 2020).

Preferential tariffs are a more moderate 
ask than an import ban. Preferential 
tariffs allow for lower-welfare imports if 

  Further information about the Convention is available on its website: https://www.conventiononanimalprotection.org/4
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an exporting company is willing to pay 
the higher tariffs. While preferential 
tariffs still allow lower-welfare products 
to enter the UK market, this is a way to 
limit the market reach of lower-welfare 
products. Therefore, preferential tariffs 
may improve the lives of fewer animals 
than an import ban. However, it is 
possible that preferential tariffs may be 
more politically palatable to the UK 
government. The key difficulties of 
preferential tariffs are the additional 
bureaucratic costs in establishing them 
and the potential of conflicting with 
WTO laws (Grethe 2007). Additionally, 
tariffs bring the risk of being lowered 
over time, which may reduce the 
benefits that this alternative can bring to 
animals. Given these arguments, we 
believe that preferential tariffs are still 
likely to be a reasonably impactful ask if 
a full import ban is not politically 
tractable.

LABELLING 
A further alternative is food labelling. 
This would involve labelling all meat 
and animal products sold in the UK, 
including imports, so that consumers 
can determine the welfare standards 
under which any particular product was 
produced. These labels can be voluntary 
- producers that do meet animal welfare 

standards are entitled to use a positive 
label - or obligatory - producers that do 
not meet animal welfare standards must 
use a negative label (Grethe 2007). Food 
labels, if appropriately designed and 
implemented, are potentially legal under 
WTO rules (Offor 2020; Grethe 2007).

Food labelling is generally seen as an 
appropriate policy if the goal is to 
address consumer concerns (Wilkinson 
2020; Offor 2020). This is the policy 
that was preferred by the Federal 
Council in Switzerland when it debated 
the topic of lower-welfare imports (The 
Swiss Parliament 2019). However, in 
the Swiss context, experts have 
expressed scepticism that food labelling 
has had any effect (Bridgwater, Gittins, 
and Odene 2022). Also, consumer 
concerns are not the primary problem 
with importing lower-welfare food since 
the biggest costs are incurred by the 
animals who are raised for food. Lower-
welfare imports are also opposed by UK 
food producers.

The alternative of food labelling would 
mean that any benefits to animals are 
entirely dependent on public purchasing 
behaviour. This would reduce the impact 
of this ask for animals. On top of this, 
labelling food with animal welfare 
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standards is already being considered by 
the UK government, with Defra leading 
a public consultation (Animal Welfare 
Market Interventions Team 2021). 
Therefore, we believe that food labelling 
is a poor alternative to an import ban.

RETAILER ACTION 
The final alternative to an import ban is 
retailer action. Retailer action involves 
supermarkets and other stores refusing 
to stock particular products. A number 
of UK supermarkets have already 
pledged not to sell chlorine-washed 
chicken, and some have also pledged 
not to sell hormone-fed beef (Staples 
and Bergman 2020).

Compared to an import ban, retailer 
action is limited. Retailer action depends 
on the support and action of numerous 
companies. 

Also, retail action is likely to focus on 
products that face substantial public 
opposition or a targeted campaign. This 
means that retailer action is probably 
only able to prevent a handful of 
practices harmful to animals. This is far 
less comprehensive than an import ban, 
which would likely prevent any harmful 
practices that are banned in the UK. 
Lastly, retailer action faces key hurdles 
to its success, such as the failure to 
follow through on a pledge (Sarek 2019; 
Šimčikas 2019b). 
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WILL FURTHER EFFORT HELP 
THIS ASK? 
One of the most crucial considerations 
for this ask is the value of additional 
advocacy efforts in this area. In 2020, a 
report on this topic found that experts 
are unenthusiastic about a new charity 
working in this area unless it can bring 
something new to advocacy efforts (Cox 
2020). However, that report was written 
in the context of forming a new charity 
committed to just this ask and it may 
still be worthwhile for existing 
organisations to commit resources 
towards this ask. Our expert interviews 
were indeed supportive of committing 
additional resources towards this ask 
(see above, "Expert Interviews").

There are already a few animal 
advocacy organisations working on this 
ask in the UK. These organisations are 
largely concentrated under two umbrella 
groups: Eurogroup for Animals and the 
Trade & Animal Welfare Coalition. 
Together, these umbrella groups 
represent 14 organisations that have 
expressed support for restricting trade 
on lower-welfare imports. (We are also 
aware of at least one organisation 
working, more broadly, on trade and 
animal welfare in the UK.) However, 

while all of these organisations have 
expressed support for this ask, only a 
handful have actually committed 
significant resources to a campaign on 
this ask. Previous efforts have also 
failed to achieve this ask. Therefore, we 
believe that there is more space for 
further effort than the figure of "14 
organisations" would initially suggest.

A critical question is how best to focus 
new effort. Useful campaigns could 
involve securing commitments from 
parties in their manifestos for   the 
upcoming general election, building 
support among Conservative MPs, and 
col labora t ing wi th the fa rming 
community.

The biggest challenges with this ask are 
the difficulties in seeking an import ban 
by lobbying the government. We have 
spoken with some people who are 
enthusiastic about pursuing an import 
ban through corporate campaigns. This 
could involve identifying the companies 
that are responsible for importing large 
quantities of lower-welfare animal 
products into the UK - perhaps chicken 
from Thailand specifically - and 
encouraging those companies to 
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increase the animal welfare standards of 
their imports.

IMPACTS ON HUMAN 
WELLBEING 
There are a number of ways that this ask 
may affect human wellbeing. In 
countries with which the UK trades, this 
ask may lead to changes in employment 
patterns and economic opportunities. 
Such changes may have profound 
effects, positive and/or negative, on the 
lives of people. Since there is a 
correlation between per-capita income 
and farm animal welfare across 
countries, this ask risks moving 
employment from lower- income 
countries to higher-income countries. 
More broadly, animal advocacy has a 
history of being used to oppress people 
who undertake practices that do not 
conform to mainstream Western ideals 
(Feliz 2019; Blattner 2019). Given this, 
advocating against lower-welfare 
practices overseas may reinforce 
harmful racial prejudices (Kymlicka and 
Donaldson 2014; Feliz 2017). This is a 
particular risk with this ask, as most of 
the impact comes from improving the 
lives of chickens raised for meat and the 
majority of chicken meat imports 
currently come from Thailand and 
Brazil. 

Furthermore, this ask may affect human 
wellbeing in the UK. Specifically, there 
has been concern that this ask could 
cause an increase in food prices 
(Wilkinson 2020). If a price increase 
does occur - although we believe such 
a n i n c r e a s e t o b e u n l i k e l y - 
disadvantaged socio-economic groups 
would likely be most drastically harmed 
(Kehlbacher et al. 2016).

INCLUDING OTHER CAUSE 
AREAS IN THE ASK 
When campaigning for this ask, it is also 
possible to include improvements to 
causes other than animal welfare. In 
other words, this ask could also include 
a restriction on imports that do not meet 
the UK's standards for environmental 
sustainability, social justice, food safety, 
and other cause areas. Debates in 
Parliament about this ask have generally 
considered multiple cause areas, not just 
animal welfare (e.g. UK Parliament 
2021b). This may improve public 
support but may also make this ask 
more difficult for the government to 
accept, and more difficult to defend at 
the WTO.
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SMALL-ANIMAL 
REPLACEMENT PROBLEM 
The small-animal replacement problem 
(SARP) is a known concern within 
many policies that change the prices of 
meat (Mathur 2022; Springlea 2022). 
When the price of meat increases, 
c o n s u m e r s m a y r e d u c e t h e i r 
consumption of expensive meat (e.g., 
meat from cows and sheep) and increase 
their consumption of cheaper meat (e.g., 
meat from chickens and fish). This is 
particularly concerning given that 
chickens and fish tend to be farmed 
under conditions more harmful for their 
welfare than cows and sheep (Charity 
Entrepreneurship 2018; Animal Charity 
Evaluators 2020). The result is that the 
total number of animals consumed, and 
the overall amount of animal suffering, 
may increase (Mathur 2022; Springlea 
2022).

While Cox (2020) concluded that the 
SARP is unlikely to be an issue with this 
ask, there have been concerns that this 
ask could cause the price of food to 
increase (Wilkinson 2020). A price 
increase would indicate that this ask has 
a chance of causing the SARP. However, 
we have seen no formal analysis on the 
effect of this ask on food prices or on 
the relative consumption of different 

types of meat. Also, we expect that the 
price of chicken would increase by a 
higher proportion than the price of beef, 
which would move consumption in the 
opposite direction of the SARP - in 
other words, consuming fewer animals. 
Given the scarcity of evidence that this 
ask may cause the SARP, and the fact 
that this ask has large, positive effects 
on animal welfare, we do not believe 
that the SARP is a major concern for 
this ask.
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Given the evidence documented in this 
report, we believe that requiring imports 
to meet UK animal welfare standards is 
very likely to positively impact the lives 
of many animals. We recommend that 
UK organisations consider campaigning 
for this ask.

The biggest remaining uncertainty is 
what proportion of imports would be 
affected. This, in turn, determines how 
many animals' lives would be improved. 
Nevertheless, in the scenarios we 
modelled, it appears that the number of 
animals affected is sufficiently high for 
this ask to be a priority.

We believe that further effort for this ask 
should focus on securing commitments 
from parties in their manifestos for   the 
u p c o m i n g g e n e r a l e l e c t i o n , 

co l labora t ing wi th the fa rming 
community, and possibly building 
support among Conservative MPs. For 
the first of these avenues, there is a 
window of opportunity now (at the time 
of writing, mid-2022).   Corporate 
campaigns may offer a further avenue to 
achieve this ask.

Most of the impact appears to come 
from processed chicken meat imported 
from Thailand and, to a lesser extent, 
Brazil. An organisation campaigning for 
this ask could focus awareness on 
conditions in those countries.   We are 
most enthusiastic about a total ban on 
lower-welfare imports. However, 
preferential tariffs for higher-welfare 
imports may be a useful alternative, and 
a multilateral agreement on animal 
welfare may also be worth exploring. 
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