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Largest Pork Processor to Phase Out Crates
Va.-Based Smithfield to End Practice of Keeping Pregnant Pigs in
Small Cages
By Marc Kaufman
Washington Post Staff Writer
Friday, January 26, 2007; Page AO6
The largest U.S. pork supplier, Virginia-based Smithfield Foods,
E-MAIL NEWSLETTERS  gaid yesterday that it will require its producers to phase out the
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concrete cages that animal welfare advocates consider one of the
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most inhumane features of large-scale factory farming.
* Personal Tech
Manage Your Newsletters Activists hailed the decision as perhaps the most significant
voluntary improvement ever made in animal welfare, but they said
the stage had been set by the recent passage of two state initiatives
that would ban the use of the crates.
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concerns voiced by customers
such as McDonald's and several
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gestation crates as a particularly

inhumane practice, and McDonald's expressed interest in reducing
or eliminating the amount of pork it buys from companies that rely
on the crates. In a statement yesterday, McDonald's hailed the
Smithfield decision, saying it was in line with advice it got from
panel member Temple Grandin in particular, a leading animal
welfare expert and author.

Female pigs selected for breeding in most large pig nurseries are
artificially impregnated early in their lives and soon after placed in
the crates for their four-month pregnancies. According to Grandin,
productive sows will spend several years in the cages while giving
birth to five to eight litters. But as the sows get larger over the years,
some cannot fit in the cages and are either slaughtered or forced to
live in conditions where they can sleep only on their chests, rather
than their sides as they do normally.

Pork producers and many veterinarians argue that the animals do
well separated in the crates and are prone to fighting if housed
together in pens. But animal advocates say the pigs suffer greatly in
the 2-by-7-foot cages, with many chewing on metal bars and
endlessly waving their heads. Grandin said many sows in narrow
crates show behaviors she considers abnormal -- a sign, she said, that
they are suffering. The crates have been banned in Europe for some
time.

In a statement, National Pork Producers Council CEO Neil Dierks
said that while his group "respects the right of all producers to make
market decisions they believe are in their best interest," the council
considers gestation crates to be appropriate and humane.

"The American Veterinary Medical Association and other
organizations recognize gestation stalls and group housing systems
as appropriate for providing for the well-being of sows during
pregnancy," he said. "We support the right of all producers to choose
housing that ensures the well-being of their animals and that is
appropriate for their operations."

Dennis Treacy, Smithfield's vice president for environmental and
corporate affairs, said his company will phase out the gestation stalls
over the next decade and will retrain staff in how to keep the
animals from fighting.

He said that the policy shift was a business decision and that the
company does not consider the crates inhumane. But, he said,
"We've heard increasing questions from customers about whether
sow crates are good or bad, whether they're the way to go in the
future. Given our research, we decided to go another way."
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