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To my animal companions past and present.
 You’ve filled my life with unconditional love and inspiration.
 And to the animals suffering on factory farms.
 I see you, and I’m doing my best.













Introduction



In December 2009, my husband, Mark, received an email from an animal sanctuary where he’d volunteered. The email requested that a group of us help transport several dozen “spent” egg-laying hens, who had been discarded by an egg factory farm, to the sanctuary. Mark explained that we’d leave early on a Saturday morning to meet the rescue agency, move the birds from their transport crates to comfortable boxes we’d prepare for them in advance, and then drive them a couple hours north. He asked if I’d like to come along but warned that I’d be seeing animals who had been through hell. I couldn’t turn down the opportunity to help deliver these animals to a safe haven, but in spite of Mark’s warnings, I wasn’t fully prepared for what I would encounter.


When I saw these hens, I couldn’t help but think of the time I was nine years old, and my older sister taunted me about the eggs I was eating:


“You know what that is, don’t you?”


“What?” I asked.


“Dead baby birds.”


As a nine-year-old, eggs happened to be the only food I knew how to cook. My uncle Rodney, who’d once stayed with my family for a month, taught me how to make scrambled eggs. To me, it was magic watching them go from liquid to congealed to cooked within moments of hitting the hot skillet. That was when I fell in love with cooking.


It took a moment for my sister’s comment to hit me. Dead baby birds? I stopped eating eggs immediately.


Though I later learned that my sister was wrong—that the eggs we eat are actually unfertilized—as a child who loved animals, my sister’s ribbing was sufficient to turn me off eggs for good. Twenty years later, during that rescue, I came face to face with the actual ugly truth behind the egg industry.


Having been involved in animal advocacy full time for many years, I knew that the majority of egg-laying hens are confined in wire mesh cages with up to seven other birds. I knew that virtually all of their natural behaviors are denied—dustbathing, perching, and even spreading their wings. But I was still shocked to see the condition of the birds.


On the cold winter day when we transported the hens, they arrived stuffed into tiny plastic crates with several other birds. Many were missing feathers, exposing raw, pink skin, and some had malformed beaks from botched debeaking (when factory farmers cut their beaks off with a hot blade to prevent them from pecking). They all had overgrown toenails from standing on wire for the last year or more, and some were too weak to stand up on their own.


Retirement for egg-laying hens typically means being gassed to death then sold as low-grade meat for pet food or farm animal feed. These fortunate birds would experience something much better. Upon arrival at the sanctuary, the hens were gently removed from the crates and placed inside a barn that had been prepared for them. At first they were tentative, but a few brave souls began exploring their surroundings. Watching the birds explore the solid ground under their claws instead of the cage wire to which they were accustomed was deeply moving. Some curiously scratched at the hay that had been placed on the ground while others pecked at it, and there were a few hens who were so weak they never stood up while we were there.


Slowly, the birds who had never properly exercised extended their wings, flapping them for the first time without touching the sides of their cages or one of their cage-mates. A few began taking dust baths, flinging the straw and dust up around them and relishing in the experience of cleaning their feathers. This, I thought, is why I work every day to help animals.


Caring about animals is something I’ve done from the time I was a young girl. Like most children, I had a natural affinity for animals and adored the animals I grew up with. As a small child growing up in Chesapeake, Virginia, I’d recite the following prayer nightly:




Now I lay me down to sleep,


I pray the Lord my soul to keep;


If I shall die before I wake,


I pray the Lord my soul to take.


Amen. God bless Mom, Dad, Jenny, Tinker, KC, Pete, Garfield, Elvira, Bud.





“Mom, Dad, and Jenny” are pretty obvious. And the others? The rest of the family: Tinker, KC, and Pete were our dogs; Garfield was my goldfish; Elvira was a parakeet; and little ol’ Bud was a Siberian hamster. (If you think hamsters are cute, you haven’t seen cute until you’ve seen one of these guys.)


I grew up in suburban America with a typical childhood: spending time outdoors playing with my friends, riding my bike, and vegging out watching cartoons on Saturday mornings and MTV after school. My pets were always at my side—they were family members whom I loved dearly.


My diet was also typical. I grew up eating Kraft macaroni and cheese, McDonald’s hamburgers, and Chick-fil-A nuggets. At one point, in my early teens, I considered becoming vegetarian. I bought a container of water-packed tofu, drained the water, and tried eating the blob for dinner—plain, unadorned, and flavorless. And there ended my first experiment with vegetarian eating. (If I could share but one gem of wisdom, it’d be this: don’t try eating plain tofu for dinner!)


Later in life, my college marketing professor discussed the concept of euphemisms—how words can make unpleasant things sound more appealing. She asked how appealing it would be to eat chicken nuggets if we instead called them “processed flesh of dead animals.”


Her words affected me. I’d sit down to eat a sandwich and think about eating the “flesh of dead animals.” I couldn’t do it, so I became a vegetarian.


Around that time, I started volunteering for an animal protection organization and became aware of the myriad ways humans use animals—for food, research, entertainment, and more. So, I decided to work full time to help animals, and that’s what I’ve been doing ever since.


Today, I’m senior director of food policy for the Humane Society of the United States (HSUS)—the nation’s largest animal protection organization. In the nearly two decades I’ve been working in this field, I’ve seen tremendous progress: the number of animals euthanized in shelters has decreased dramatically, cruel farming practices once considered standard are now illegal in some places, and animal cruelty and dogfighting are now felonies in all fifty states.


These transformations are happening because, as a society, we care deeply about animals. From the time we’re young, we’re taught to have compassion for animals. We’re exposed to animals throughout childhood in seemingly endless ways. Who didn’t have a favorite stuffed animal as a kid? We watch animals on cartoons, wear animal print clothing, and read stories prominently featuring animals such as Charlotte’s Web and The Tale of Peter Rabbit.


And we live with lots of animals. According to the American Pet Products Association, nearly 80 million US households—65 percent of us—have animal companions. Forty-two percent of those homes with animals have more than one.1


As it turns out, our animal affinity extends to those animals raised for food. Technomic, a foodservice industry research and consulting firm, found animal welfare to be the third most-important social issue to restaurant-goers.


Yet while we want animals to be treated humanely, there remains a cognitive dissonance in which our daily actions don’t necessarily align with our values. According to 2015 polling by the Vegetarian Resource Group (VRG), only 3.4 percent of Americans are vegetarians—the same percentage of Americans who reported to be vegetarian in 2009.


However, VRG also found that 47 percent of us eat meat-free meals at least one day a week.2 In fact, USDA figures indicate that we’re eating 10 percent less meat now than in 2007. So though the number of us becoming vegetarian or vegan remains consistent, the number of us actively reducing the meat we eat is growing. As a society that loves animals, we haven’t succeeded in reconciling our love of animals and how we eat. Yet that’s beginning to change with more of us desiring to eat less meat—for animals, our health, or for the planet.


Transitioning to vegetarian was easy for me: I was exposed to information that I found compelling and made simple changes to what I ate; I continued cooking my favorite meals but made them without meat; I sampled new vegetarian products at health food stores and ventured to new restaurants to try food that was brand new to me.


Although I’d stopped eating shell eggs as a child, I still consumed them in baked goods. As a new vegan, I experimented with baking with egg replacers. I tasted a variety of dairy-free milks and swapped my cows’ milk for soymilk. And I explored ice creams made from almonds and rice milk instead of dairy.


Although the shift from omnivore to vegetarian to vegan was a slow process for me, I have friends who became vegan overnight, and others who are enjoying more plant-based meals while still eating meat from time to time. Everyone is at a different place in their transition: maybe you’re thinking of committing to a vegetarian or vegan lifestyle, or maybe you want to be more of a flexitarian and reduce the amount of meat you eat while still eating meat occasionally. Whatever path you choose, we can all eat healthier and more in alignment with our values.


Of course, eating more plant-based foods and less meat will be better for our health. Numerous studies conclude that overconsumption of meat is associated with obesity, and the most common preventable causes of death such as heart disease, cancer, and stroke.3 On the other hand, eating a more plant-based diet has been found to help improve weight management and to prevent and even reverse these illnesses that claim millions of lives prematurely every year.4


Plant-based eating is also better for the environment and animals. To produce the large quantity of meat and other animal products we consume each year, the United States grows (and imports) vast quantities of grains, funneling them through billions of animals. That’s an inefficient way of producing protein and causes land, water, and air pollution and creates greenhouse gas emissions.


And those billions of animals are often warehoused in cramped facilities, stuffed into cages and crates barely larger than their bodies—like those hens I helped rescue had been—and abused in ways that most people would find unacceptable.


Fortunately, the tide is turning toward a healthier future for all, with Americans’ recent reduction in meat consumption and move to make vegetables the center of our plates. Eating more plant-based foods and less meat is becoming wildly popular. In 2015, a food industry publication, Foodservice Director magazine, named the most popular menu stories and “Vegan Went Mainstream” came in at the top.5


Sir Paul McCartney, Senator Cory Booker, Reverend Al Sharpton, Al Gore, Beyoncé, and Jay Z: every month it seems we hear of a new celebrity or public figure who’s eating a meat-free diet to lose weight, stay fit, or help animals. How’d forty-five-year-old Jennifer Lopez drop 10 pounds? She went vegan, embracing what the Daily Mail called “Hollywood’s hottest eating plan.”6


It’s not just Hollywood. As an employee of the HSUS, I work with institutions nationwide, helping them add more meatless options to their menus. More than two hundred K–12 school districts—including in Kansas City, Detroit, San Diego, Houston, and Los Angeles—are participating in programs like Meatless Monday. Hospital systems nationwide are reducing their meat usage. There are even some public schools and a county jail that have gone 100 percent vegetarian every day of the week.7


With more of us eating less meat, we’ve found ourselves at a crossroads. On one hand, we have big corporations tantalizing us with inhumane and unhealthy food products, and our waistlines continue to grow. On the other hand, we’re desperate to take control of our health, we want to align the way we eat with our moral compass, and we’ve been taking steps to get there. We’re searching high and low for easy answers, and companies desperate for a buck are feeding off our food frustrations: from plans to avoid carbs and pile bacon high on our plates to plans that would have us eat like cavemen—everyone is trying to sell a magic bullet.


MeatLess is about shedding the burden of the old model of dieting and sacrifice—it’s about reclaiming our health, eating greener, and sparing animals. It’s about exploring, cooking, and enjoying new foods. It’s about turning away from the notion that we need a slab of meat at every meal and instead enjoying delicious, clean meals that are packed with all the vitamins, minerals, and nutrients we need—meals that will energize us rather than slow us down. We can each liberate our plates from always having meat at the center, just as millions are already doing.


Wherever you may be on this journey, this book will meet you there. My goal is to help explore why going meatless is a healthy choice—and one with so many other benefits—and to help you find your way. With simple strategies, recipes, swaps, ingredient talk, and more, together we’ll find an approach that works for you. Get ready… we’re going to make many changes.















PART I




Why MeatLess?



















1



Eating Ourselves to Death


Few people can say that watching television changed their life, but that’s exactly what happened to Eric O’Grey. The Whirlpool Corporation area sales manager was watching CNN one evening when he saw former president Bill Clinton being interviewed by Wolf Blitzer about Clinton’s new diet: plant-based and mostly vegan.


O’Grey watched the former commander in chief discuss his struggles with heart disease and fast food and the healing power of his newly adopted plant-based diet. The president looked great. He said he felt great. Inspired by the interview, O’Grey thought, If Bill Clinton can transform his health and life, why can’t I?


Indeed, O’Grey’s health needed transforming.


“In August 2010, I weighed 340 pounds and had type 2 diabetes,” he confessed. “My waist size was 52. I couldn’t fly on an airplane without a seat belt extension. My cholesterol was 300 and my blood pressure was stratospheric. I couldn’t walk up stairs without getting winded. I was spending more than $1,000 each month for medications to treat high blood pressure, cholesterol, and diabetes. My doctor advised me to have weight reduction surgery and told me if I didn’t reduce my weight, I might as well purchase a cemetery plot.”1


O’Grey took immediate action. He purchased The China Study—a book about the link between chronic illnesses and animal product consumption. He sought help from a nutritionist, who taught him what to eat and how to cook using a variety of fruits, vegetables, and whole grains while avoiding meat, dairy, and eggs.


O’Grey had never consciously incorporated meat-free meals into his diet—the majority of his meals were acquired from delivery or drive-through. But he began replacing all animal products in his home with protein-packed plant foods such as quinoa, tofu, and beans. He added more fresh foods like kale, tomatoes, and mushrooms. He figured out which staples in his diet were already plant-based—cereal, bread, pasta, potatoes, and rice. And he implemented a moderate exercise program of walking his newly adopted dog, Peety, for thirty minutes each day.


And it worked: O’Grey lost more than 100 pounds in seven months. His weight dropped to 175 pounds, and his blood glucose levels returned to normal. His waist size decreased to 32 inches. His cholesterol dropped to 114. His blood pressure became normal. And he was able to stop taking medications. His newfound health allowed O’Grey to take up running and, in 2012, he ran seven full marathons and 15 half marathons—even qualifying for the Boston Marathon. Just a few years before, struggling to climb a single flight of stairs, O’Grey’s new life would have seemed impossible.




Did you know?


More than one-third of US adults are obese. Part-time vegetarians weigh on average 15 pounds less than meat eaters.3





Five years after breaking free of animal products, O’Grey says his “energy, health, and weight continue to be optimal,” adding, “I’m satisfied with my food, and have no food cravings or desire to overeat.”


O’Grey, who made the adjustment to a plant-based diet with ease in just a few months, was most surprised that eating meat-free didn’t mean giving up his favorite foods.


“My favorite dishes are what I call vegan comfort foods, such as lasagna, Mexican, Chinese, and similar international cuisines,” he says. “So when people ask me what I eat, I turn the question around and ask them what they like to eat. When they answer my question, I explain how to make those same dishes without animal products.”2



Plant-Strong for Life


O’Grey’s inspirational story is just one of many from people who’ve changed their lives and revolutionized their health by adopting a plant-based diet. For some, the change comes easy; for others, change is hard. Consider the smoking physician or the overweight dietitian. We may know what’s good for our health, but aligning our lifestyles accordingly doesn’t always come easily.


Yet, most of us have some goals for change. We want to eat healthier, we want to quit smoking, and we want to focus more on the positive and less on the negative. It may seem hard, and sometimes impossible, but rest assured, it can be done.


We’re living in an exciting time because so many people are taking the first step to make changes. Americans are embracing healthier eating—studies are showing we’re consuming fewer calories and less meat—and it couldn’t have come soon enough.4 The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reports that the leading cause of death in the United States is heart disease.5 It’s likely many of us know someone who has suffered from this sad, often diet-related fate.6 In fact, it’s so prevalent that someone in the United States dies from heart disease every sixty seconds.


Many people tend to think of these conditions as inevitable or age-related; many resign themselves to taking medications in middle age to stave them off. But what if you were to learn that the leading causes of death weren’t necessarily inevitable and, in fact, could be prevented with simple dietary changes? Would you make some simple changes to your diet and lifestyle if it meant you could live a longer life, look better, and feel fitter? Most of us would. And it turns out, we can.


To begin to solve this public health crisis, we must first look at its cause. Heart disease, according to the Mayo Clinic, “refers to conditions that involve narrowed or blocked blood vessels that can lead to a heart attack, chest pain (angina), or stroke.”7 When your blood vessels become narrowed or obstructed, it prevents your heart, brain, or other parts of your body from receiving enough blood. The University of Southern California’s Keck Medical School simplifies it for us: “A non-clinical analogy would be a traffic jam on a highway.”8


As Dr. Dean Ornish, the president and founder of the nonprofit Preventive Medicine Research Institute further explains, “Heart disease results when your heart becomes starved for oxygen that the blood carries. In part, this can be caused when blockages build up in the arteries that feed the heart.”9


What causes plaque to build up, leading to blockages in the first place? According to W. C. Roberts, editor-in-chief of the American Journal of Cardiology, “It’s the cholesterol, stupid!” (His words, not mine!)10 Cholesterol is a waxy substance found in all of our body’s cells. It’s animal-derived, which means meat, eggs, and dairy all contain cholesterol.11 And although we need cholesterol in order for our body to function properly, our body already produces all that we need.12


Yet we keep eating diets high in animal products. In fact, in the United States we eat more meat per capita than almost any other country in the world.13


The good news, though, is that we’re learning more about the causes of these lifestyle illnesses, and some pioneering researchers are finding innovative solutions—and preventions—and people are listening and ready to make changes.


Dr. Caldwell Esselstyn and his peers at the Center for Lifestyle Medicine of the Wellness Institute of the Cleveland Clinic in Ohio found, “The epidemic of cardiovascular disease is nonexistent in cultures that thrive predominantly on whole foods, plant-based nutrition.”14 In an Experimental & Clinical Cardiology article, Dr. Esselstyn presents a powerful case for patients who suffered heart disease and later adopted a whole foods, plant-based diet. The patients who had previously undergone stents, tried prescription drugs, and after much frustration tried a plant-based diet found that the change in diet was what ultimately arrested and reversed their disease.



Losing Weight, Feeling Great


Nearly 80 million US adults—more than one-third of us—are obese.15 Although we’re no longer the most obese nation in the world (Mexico has taken the lead), let’s face it: we’re fat, and we’re getting fatter. Dr. Eric Finkelstein with Duke University’s Global Health Institute predicts that by 2030, up to 42 percent of Americans will be obese.16


This is more than just a cosmetic issue, of course. Conditions relating to obesity include heart disease, type 2 diabetes, some cancers, and stroke—many of the same conditions that top the list of the leading causes of death.17 Dr. Michael Greger, a physician, bestselling author of How Not to Die and public health expert, combed through the world’s nutrition research to put together NutritionFacts.org. Having looked at thousands of peer-reviewed journal articles on health and nutrition, he cleverly points out, “Death in America is largely a foodborne illness.”18




Did you know?


Individuals who live in Blue Zones—five global regions with some of the longest-lived people in the world—eat primarily plant-based diets.19





Quite simply, there’s an abundance of support for reducing meat, egg, and dairy intake in order to lose weight.


“A diet that promotes meat consumption might increase your risk of becoming obese,” researchers concluded at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health.20 Dr. Youfa Wang and colleagues at Johns Hopkins reported findings of a consistent positive association between obesity and meat consumption.


Reducing the amount of meat we eat can help us with weight management.21 People who eat meat-free tend to have a lower risk of obesity, according to the American Heart Association, because they typically eat less fat, including saturated fat and cholesterol, than those who eat meat.22 In fact, in a study presented at the Obesity Society’s 2013 annual conference, Dr. Brie Turner-McGrievy revealed results of the first randomized study that found “participants consuming vegan and vegetarian diets lost an average of 8.2 to 9.9 pounds over eight weeks, while those consuming some meat lost 5.1 pounds.”


Okay, by now you might be thinking I’m trying to tell you that reducing meat consumption is a cure-all; I’m not. It won’t solve all your problems. It won’t make you rich. It won’t ensure your children get straight As. But there’s ample evidence that eating more plant-based food and less animal-based food is better for our health.


As it is, we’re consuming foods that are laden with fat and cholesterol, and these foods may be cutting years off our lives. As doctors Greger, Esselstyn, McDougall, and so many others in this field show us, it doesn’t have to be that way. We can live full, satisfying, and active lives well into our golden years. We can stay fit, look and feel great, and eat delicious, nourishing foods by making simple lifestyle changes.


You don’t need to eat a 100 percent plant-based diet in order to make a difference. As healthcare providers at Kaiser Permanente tell patients in a guide to plant-based eating, “Any movement toward more plants and fewer animal products can improve your health.”23 In a nutritional update for doctors on this topic, Kaiser physicians write, “The benefits we realize will be relative to how many animal products we consume.”24


Today, millions of Americans are eating with this recommendation in mind. Many are simply incorporating more plant-based foods into their diets. Others, like Eric O’Grey, are switching entirely to plant-based foods. The common thread among the many people reducing their meat consumption, regardless of the degree to which they make the change, is that they’ve chosen to live a healthier, happier lifestyle—starting with their plate. This choice is aligned with today’s best science and is supported by some of the best minds in health and nutrition.
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A Tale of Two Chickens


My parents live in rural Virginia on several acres of land they rent to a local soybean farmer. They have a small flock of chickens: a few hens and one rooster, Henry. They initially started keeping chickens after I brought them a few broiler chickens—what the industry calls chickens raised for meat—who had been rescued from a factory farm. They’ve had a few flocks over the years and enjoy them as companions because of their silly antics and the occasional egg they lay. The chickens live in a spacious run with two areas for pecking around for worms and bugs and investigating. Inside the safety of the henhouse, they have nesting boxes in which to lay their eggs and perches to stand on.


Sitting at the kitchen table during a recent visit, I watched Henry poke his head through the chain-link fence to reach a blade of grass outside the enclosure. I’d traveled to rural Virginia from my home in California to visit my family and to enjoy a change of scenery, and I empathized with Henry’s desire for the same. I asked my father if we could let the birds out. “Sure. How you gonna get ’em back in?” he asked. I didn’t wait to answer. My sister, niece, nephew, and I trekked outside to let the birds out to enjoy the day with us.


All but one of the chickens—Lyle, named after Lyle Lovett because of their similar “hairstyle”—tentatively crept out to explore. (My parents later discovered Lyle was a female when she started laying eggs, but the name stuck.) Quickly, they disappeared under the soybeans, which were at the height of their maturity, obscuring the birds completely. I instantly understood my father’s question about corralling them back into their enclosure.


Henry was my saving grace. He stood on the side of the field and moved with the hens, monitoring their positions. While they were safely exploring, protected by the cover of the plants, he stood vulnerable to predators, doing his job monitoring their locations and looking for dangers. If they moved toward the back of the field, so did Henry. The girls and Henry were communicating all the while. The hens might make a little chortle when they found something good to eat. Henry would call out to check in, and they’d call back to reassure him. And when a hawk flew overhead, Henry delivered an alarm call to warn the girls, who were safely under the cover of the soybeans.


The hawk concerned me, though, as I certainly didn’t want any part in putting the hens in jeopardy. My father, amused at being correct, pulled on his tall boots and waded into the field to flush the birds out. My nephew Liam, entertained by the whole business, asked why Henry wasn’t following the hens into the field. Dad responded that Henry was doing his job to keep watch and protect the hens. Much to my relief, my father was able to lure the hens and Henry back into their run with relative ease.


I love my family dearly and always relish our time together, but I took only a few photos of them during that trip. Most of the pictures I took were of the chickens. It was incredible to see the differences in their personalities. Some are tentative and skittish while others are outgoing and inquisitive. There was shy Lyle, who never left the coop where the birds sleep at night, let alone the outdoor enclosure where they spend their days. And Henry, the fiercely protective rooster who stood guard and made sure his flock was safe. Watching the birds, I was reminded how every animal on this planet has a personality and is an individual.


The Chicken and the Egg


Although many of us are eating less meat to live longer, many are also doing it to avoid taking animals’ lives. Indeed, in greater numbers than ever before, we’re concerned with the toll our broken food system takes on animals. A 2007 poll commissioned by the American Farm Bureau Federation found that 95 percent of consumers say they want farm animals to be treated well. Yet the reality is that nearly every animal raised for food today languishes inside a crowded factory, rather than on a farm—a victim of inhumane agricultural practices.1


It’s ironic because, let’s face it, we are animal-loving people. The number of households with pets more than tripled between the 1970s and 2012.2 We treat them like family, throwing them birthday parties, allowing them to sleep in bed with us, and mourning the loss of their lives as we would a human friend. We dress them in silly clothes and lavish them with gifts. In fact, the majority of us with pets buy them Christmas presents, with Americans spending $5 billion annually on holiday gifts for our animal companions.3


We do this because we love them. Because the animals with whom we share our lives and our homes make us laugh, comfort us when we feel alone, fascinate us with their personalities, and warm our hearts with their loyalty.


Animals raised for food share many similarities with the animals we consider our friends. I hadn’t really spent much time around farm animals until my parents started raising chickens, but I quickly came to realize that although they look and sound (and smell!) different from the cats and dogs I was more familiar with, they also share many commonalities—such as how they communicate.


After spending some time with chickens, I realized their little warbles, squawks, and crows were more than mere noises. Chickens use at least twenty-four different cries to communicate with each other, including distinct alarm calls to warn one another of predators approaching by land and by air.4 They form complex social structures—their pecking order. Although, to us, chickens might all look similar, they can recognize the facial features of more than one hundred other chickens.5 If you look closely, you can see that every chicken has a unique face, just like every human has a unique face. And they feel for each other: scientists at the University of Bristol, in England, found that chickens are capable of experiencing empathy, once thought to be a trait exclusive to human beings.6


Chickens are intelligent, too. Researchers in Italy proved that baby chicks are able to do basic math, adding and subtracting objects as researchers hid the objects behind screens.7 (Maybe the next time we’re called “birdbrained” we should take it as a compliment!)


One of the things I learned from watching my father’s chickens was that they’re extremely curious animals. They’ll spend hours pecking around looking for seeds or bugs to eat or simply exploring their surroundings. This is the chicken version of our dogs sniffing to explore the neighborhood. They do it to learn about their surroundings and maybe find a treat or two along the way. And instead of showers, chickens take dust baths. They lie on the ground to cover their feathers in dust and then shake it off. Why on earth do they do that? You might wonder, as I did. It’s their way of cleaning their feathers.8 Think about your cat grooming herself by licking her body or her paw to clean behind her ears. Although we may not clean ourselves in the same way, we understand why they do it as they do.




Did you know?


Chickens have their own sophisticated language with at least twenty-four different sounds to communicate a variety of things like the threat of a predator or the exciting discovery of delicious food.9





At night, the chickens all made their way into the henhouse. As the sun went down, I watched them find spots on a perch, gripping the bar with their feet—a position in which they’d sleep until morning.


When we think of chickens, we tend to think of eggs. Wild chickens lay eggs primarily in the spring. When they’re ready to lay, they leave the flock and find a secluded nest site in which to protect their brood, once hatched.10 Domestic chickens retain this natural desire to have a safe, secluded nesting area to lay their eggs so that once their chicks are hatched they can watch over them safely. In fact, scientists have found that chickens care more about finding a secluded area to lay their eggs than about finding food after not eating for twenty-four hours.11


The term “mother hen,” meaning a protective figure who fusses over others, exists for a reason.12 Chicken mothers are extremely attentive to their young. They teach their chicks which foods are good to eat by calling to them and pecking at the ground. They also teach their young how to navigate their surroundings.13 And they protect their young from predators by covering them under their outspread wings or by puffing up their feathers to lure predators to themselves and away from their chicks.14 They want to protect their offspring like any mother would.


But chickens caught up in our industrial food system live in stark contrast to what chicken life is meant to be. Once birds who roamed the jungle floors while caring for their young and slept high up in trees at night to keep safe from predators, today’s chickens are warehoused for life, the vast majority never seeing the light of day until they’re packed into crates bound for the slaughterhouse.


Bad Eggs


On a hot July night in 2015, Isabelle Cnudde learned where eggs come from. As a volunteer with Animal Place, a Northern California sanctuary for farmed animals, Cnudde was on a team of volunteers who signed up to rescue hens from an egg factory farm that was disposing of its hens who were no longer laying a sufficient number of eggs.


The volunteers arrived at the farm at 1:30 a.m.—a deliberate decision to come at a time that would give them and the chickens they’d rescue relief from the oppressive summer heat and when the hens would be less active. It was pitch-dark as they approached the warehouse-sized buildings. Then it hit her: there was an overwhelming stench of ammonia, hanging so thick in the air it burned the volunteers’ eyes as they worked. “As you approach the cages, you can see three to four feet of poop. There are a lot of critters living in the manure: cockroaches, flies of course,” she recounted.







Cage-Free, Free Range, Certified Humane: What Does It All Mean?


A brief guide to what labels on meat and dairy products mean for animal welfare from the Humane Society of the United States website.


An abundance of labels on meat and dairy products make such claims as “grass fed,” “cage-free” and “natural.” What exactly do these labels mean, especially in terms of animal welfare?


Nearly all animal products in the United States come from factory farms. Some of the claims on product packaging represent better conditions for animals than those suffered by animals raised on factory farms, while others don’t relate to the animals’ welfare at all. So, how meaningful are these labels?


Here are the most common labels, decoded.15


CERTIFIED ORGANIC


The animals must be allowed outdoor access, with ruminants—cows, sheep, and goats—given access to pasture, but the amount, duration, and quality of outdoor access is undefined. Animals must be provided with bedding materials. Though the use of hormones and antibiotics is prohibited, painful surgical procedures without any pain relief are permitted. These are requirements under the National Organic Program regulations, and compliance is verified through third-party auditing.


Some labels mean that the animals have access to the outdoors, but there’s often no regulation of the amount or quality of that access.


FREE-RANGE CHICKENS AND TURKEYS


The birds should have outdoor access. However, no information on stocking density, the frequency or duration of how much outdoor access must be provided, nor the quality of the land accessible to the animals is defined. Painful surgical procedures without any pain relief are permitted. Producers must submit affidavits to the US Department of Agriculture that support their animal production claims in order to receive approval for this label.


GRASS-FED


Ruminant animals are fed a diet solely comprised of grass and forage, with the exception of milk consumed before they are weaned. These animals have access to the outdoors and are able to engage in some natural behaviors, such as grazing. They must have continuous access to pasture during the growing season (defined as “the time period extending from the average date of the last frost in spring to the average date of the first frost in the fall in the local area of production”). Painful surgical procedures without any pain relief are permitted. Producers must submit affidavits to the USDA that support their animal production claims in order to receive approval for this label.


Global Animal Partnership 5-Step Animal Welfare Rating Program


Animals are raised according to different levels of welfare standards, from Step 1 to Step 5+. In essence, Step 1 prohibits cages and crates. Step 2 requires environmental enrichment for indoor production systems; Step 3, outdoor access; Step 4, pasture-based production; Step 5, an animal-centered approach with all physical alterations prohibited; and, finally, Step 5+, the entire life of the animal spent on the same integrated farm, with all transport disallowed. Hormone and subtherapeutic antibiotic use is prohibited. The 5-Step program is audited and certified by independent third-parties. The 5-Step Animal Welfare Rating Program is the initiative of Global Animal Partnership.


ANIMAL WELFARE APPROVED


The animals have access to the outdoors and are able to engage in natural behavior. No cages or crates may be used to confine the animals, and growth hormones and non-therapeutic antibiotics are disallowed. Some surgical mutilations, such as beak-mutilation of egg-laying hens, are prohibited, while others, such as castration without painkiller, are permitted. Compliance is verified through auditing by the labeling program. Animal Welfare Approved is a program of the Animal Welfare Institute.


CERTIFIED HUMANE


The animals must be kept in conditions that allow for exercise and freedom of movement. As such, crates, cages and tethers are prohibited. Outdoor access is not required for poultry or pigs, but is required for other species. Stocking densities are specified to prevent the overcrowding of animals. All animals must be provided with bedding materials. Hormone and non-therapeutic antibiotic use is prohibited. Pain relief must be used for physical alterations (castration and disbudding) for cattle. For other mammals, anesthesia and analgesia must be used over seven days of age, but not earlier. Poultry may have parts of their beaks removed without painkiller, though not after ten days of age. The program also covers slaughter methods. Compliance is verified through auditing by the labeling program. Certified Humane is a program of Humane Farm Animal Care.


NO TAIL DOCKING


In the United States, some dairy cows have up to two-thirds of their tails amputated without anesthetic, usually by using tight rubber bands to restrict blood flow until the tail detaches, or is cut off with a sharp instrument. This is painful and renders the cows less able to fend off flies. Some dairy producers label their milk specifically as “no tail docking” to let consumers know their cows have full tails. There may be some verification of this claim, but not necessarily.


Labels like hormone-free don’t carry significant relevance to the living conditions of the animals.


HORMONE-FREE, RBGH-FREE, RBST-FREE AND NO HORMONES ADDED


These labels on dairy products mean the cows were not dosed with rBGH or rBST, genetically engineered hormones that increase milk production. Hormones are commonly used to speed growth in beef production, and their use by both the beef and dairy industries is associated with animal welfare problems. Chicken and pig producers are not legally allowed to use hormones. These claims do not have significant relevance to the animals’ living conditions. There may be some verification of this claim, but not necessarily.


CAGE-FREE


Unlike birds raised for eggs, those raised for meat are rarely caged prior to transport for slaughter. As such, this label on poultry meat products has virtually no relevance to animal welfare. However, the label is helpful when found on egg cartons, as most egg-laying hens are kept in severely restrictive cages prohibiting most natural behavior, including spreading their wings.


VEGETARIAN-FED


These animals may be given a more natural feed than that received by most factory-farmed animals, but this claim does not have significant relevance to the animals’ living conditions. As well, some farm animals, such as pigs and chickens, are not natural vegetarians anyway.


DOLPHIN-SAFE


In the United States, a Dolphin Safe label on a can of tuna means that no dolphins were intentionally chased, encircled, traumatized, injured, or killed in order to catch tuna swimming beneath the dolphins. Due to pressure from other countries, the US government has made multiple attempts to weaken the rules and allow the use of the label even if the tuna were caught by deliberately setting nets on dolphins. The HSUS and others have won a series of lawsuits to maintain the integrity of the label, so a Dolphin Safe label in the United States still means that the tuna were not caught using methods that harm dolphins.


NATURAL AND NATURALLY RAISED


These claims have no relevance to animal welfare.


GRAIN-FED


This claim has little relevance to animal welfare, but feeding ruminants—cows, sheep and goats—high levels of grain can cause liver abscesses and problems with lameness. As such, beef products labeled “grain-fed” most likely come from animals who suffered lower welfare than beef products labeled “grass-fed.”
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It wasn’t the smell that bothered her most, though, but what she saw when they got close.


“The first thing I saw was white hens floating in midair like little ghosts in the shed,” she said. “It looked surreal. Coming closer, I saw the cages were hanging from the ceiling with all the hens inside.” Packed inside the shed were thousands of hens crammed into cages. The chickens inside were in pitiful shape. They had almost no feathers, especially around their necks, as they have to stretch their necks through the cage wires in order to reach the food.


They were debeaked—the ends of their beaks had been seared off, which is a common industry practice done to prevent the birds who are packed together so unnaturally tightly from pecking one another. Some of their beaks were mutilated so badly the birds had difficulty eating. Many had claws so long they couldn’t put their feet flat on the ground. This was because of having never been able to scratch. In the end, the rescuers brought fifteen hundred hens to safety. There were some they couldn’t save—they simply didn’t have the space for them all.


“About seven hundred hens remained, and I knew they would be killed,” she explained with a heavy voice. “I had to focus on the ones we saved.”


Back at the sanctuary, Cnudde and the volunteers had the joy of watching these birds who had been caged their whole lives take their first steps. Some flew out of the cages, and some were shy.


“They poke their heads through and you may have to help them,” she said. “What most of them do right away is start taking dust baths in the straw. They are full of lice. They’ve been itching for the last two years with no relief. All of them stretch their wings. Some of them try to fly. They scratch, jump, and flap. They’ve never been able to use their wings.”


Cnudde brought two birds home. She named them Marjo and Tarra, and they enjoy spending their evenings pecking around the secure coop Cnudde and her husband built in their backyard. Their days are spent scratching around the yard looking for insects, sunbathing, taking dust baths, and enjoying their favorite foods such as tomatoes and kale. Although she’d love to see an end to all cage confinement, Cnudde knows at the very least that she’s giving these hens the best possible lives she can. If only all chickens could experience the same.16


Overwhelmingly, the eggs on supermarket shelves come from factory farmed hens. The birds are confined with five to seven other birds in “battery” cages roughly the size of a desk drawer. Typically, each caged hen is afforded only 67 square inches of cage space—less space than an iPad—on which to live her entire life. The cages, stacked tier upon tier and row after row, may confine hundreds of thousands of birds in a single factory.


The things that chickens do in the wild and which are so important for their welfare—dust bathing, perching, and nesting, for example—are impossible to do in battery cages. In the absence of anything to peck in these cages, some hens, driven by boredom with their barren surroundings and their desire to explore their world with their beaks, will peck one another’s feathers. Rather than addressing the extreme confinement and lack of environmental enrichments, the majority in the agribusiness industry instead debeaks them—all without painkillers, which had been done to the hens Cnudde and the other volunteers rescued.


“Virtually all aspects of hen behavior are thwarted” in these cages, wrote Dr. Bernard Rollin with the Department of Animal Science at Colorado State University in his book, Farm Animal Welfare: Social, Bioethical, and Research Issues. “Social behavior, nesting behavior, the ability to move and flap wings, dust bathing, space requirements, scratching for food, exercise, pecking at objects on the ground.… The most obvious problem is lack of exercise and natural movement.… Research has confirmed what common sense already knew—animals built to move must move.”17


Broiler chickens—those raised for meat—don’t fare much better. We farm them more than any other land animal, slaughtering more than 8.5 billion annually for human consumption in the United States alone—about 287 animals per second, every second of every day.18


These broilers are typically confined in large, warehouse-like “grow-out” sheds. The facilities are usually barren, save for litter on the floor and automatic feeders and waterers.


For chickens to reach market weight faster, the agribusiness industry has selectively bred broilers for rapid growth and massive size. In 1920, a chicken reached 2.2 pounds in sixteen weeks. In the early 2000s, a broiler may reach 5.9 pounds in only six weeks, at which point she’ll be sent to slaughter.19 According to researchers at the University of Arkansas, if human beings grew as fast as modern broilers, a 6.6-pound newborn would weigh 660 pounds in just two months.20


Because of this faster-than-natural growth, the birds are prone to crippling leg deformities, weak bones, and even heart failure when their organs can’t keep up with the growth of the rest of their bodies.21 Since they often grow so large their legs are unable to support their bodies, they spend their time lying in their own defecation.22


When the birds reach about six to seven weeks old, the birds who have survived are rounded up, grabbed by their legs, turned upside down, and carried, five or six at a time, by a worker, who then crams them into transport crates for the journey to the slaughterhouse.23


According to the Southern Poverty Law Center, “Speed is crucial to this line of work. Chicken catchers say they are paid a group rate for catching the birds… and there is no additional compensation for working more than forty hours a week. One chicken catcher said he typically worked with a crew of seven or eight workers who were required, at each henhouse they visited, to catch 24,000 or more chickens, usually within three hours. This means each worker had to catch and load about 1,000 chickens each hour, or about 17 chickens per minute.”24 Many birds suffer bruises, broken bones, and internal injuries in the process of being caught.25


Josh Balk, a former undercover investigator who works at the Humane Society of the United States, describes his experience working at a chicken slaughter plant: “At the slaughterhouse, the birds are snatched from their transport crates upon arrival, hung upside down, and thrust into shackles. Since speed is the objective, the animals’ welfare is the last consideration. I saw birds that were picked up by their necks, legs, or wings and slammed into the shackles so hard I couldn’t believe that their legs weren’t ripped right off.”26


Once shackled, a conveyor belt moves the hanging birds through an electrified water tank meant to immobilize them. Birds experience painful electric shocks, as their wings make contact with the water; others are able to lift their heads and miss the water entirely. They then move on to the next phase: the throat-cutter.


The birds are meant to die from blood loss after their throats are cut, after which they are dragged through a water scalding tank for defeathering. Balk witnessed birds who missed the automated blade because they were improperly shackled and therefore went into the tanks filled with scalding hot water while still fully conscious.


“The unfortunate birds that went into the scalding tanks while alive experienced an even more gruesome, agonizing death than those birds whose throats were slit,” he said. “These animals were essentially drowned to death in boiling water so rife with the fecal matter of the birds who went before them, the industry has dubbed it ‘fecal soup.’ I will never forget the feeling of seeing the carcasses of these animals completely lifeless when just moments prior, each and every one was an individual; each and every one carried the spark of life, which was extinguished for our appetites.”27


[Getting the] Pig Out


On a crisp November day in 2012, I found myself zipping up a jumpsuit in a locker room with a group of food industry representatives. Along with representatives from some of the world’s biggest food companies, I’d taken an hour-long bus ride that morning from Philadelphia to the rural outpost of Kennett Square where the University of Pennsylvania’s Swine Teaching and Research Center is housed. We were there to see alternative methods of housing for gestating pigs—pregnant pigs used to breed the babies who’d end up in the nation’s food supply.


The pressure had been increasing on the food industry, which had come under fire for the use of gestation crates for mother pigs. Outlawed in ten states and in the European Union because of their cruelty, gestation crates are small cages that confine mother pigs for the duration of their pregnancy, which lasts four months. They’re put into another crate to give birth, and then they are artificially inseminated and put back into the gestation crate. This cycle continues for about four years, so it amounts to virtual immobilization for these sensitive animals for their entire lives.


Pigs are highly intelligent animals—some scientists say even smarter than dogs—and perform better on intelligence tests than some species of primates.


Dr. Thomas Parsons, professor of swine production medicine, our host for the visit at University of Pennsylvania, told us how the Electronic Sow Feeding (ESF) equipment worked in their alternative “group housing” facility. Each pig was fitted with an ear tag containing an electronic identification read by a computer. She enters a stall, the transponder identifies her, and her daily ration is released inside the ESF where she consumes her feed without interference from other pigs—one reason the industry gave for keeping them in the gestation crates—to reduce food aggression.


The savvy pigs at UPenn quickly learned that the ear tags were responsible for releasing the food rations and began stealing one another’s ear tags! The researchers scrambled and learned they needed to insert a radio-frequency identification tag (RFID) into the pigs’ ears to keep them from cheating.




Did you know?


In addition to being highly intelligent, pigs have complex emotional lives. Researchers have found that they can be optimistic or pessimistic because of their living conditions.28





Pigs are also very social animals, so confining them in these crates that prevent them from even turning around for their entire lives is very detrimental to both their physical and their psychological well-being. None of us would confine our beloved cat or dog in a tiny crate that prevents them from doing anything more than taking a step forward or backward for years on end, yet it happens every single day to mother pigs across the country.
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