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 Pork is the most widely consumed meat in the world, making up 43 percent of meat 

consumption.
1
  According to the USDA, the world produced and consumed about 101 million 

metric tons of pork in 2011, far above the 56.8 million metric tons of beef and 86.3 million 

metric tons of chicken and turkey that same year.
2
  China produces most of the world's pork, at 

49.5 million metric tons, with the European Union coming in second at 22.5 million metric tons.  

The United States produces 10.3 million metric tons of pork.
3
  World pork production has been 

rising almost steadily since 2007, driven by growth in China and South Korea as well as modest 

increases in the United States, Russia and Brazil.
4
  The United States is expected to export 2.3 

million metric tons of pork, or about 22 percent of its production, in 2012.
5
 

 A 250-pound pig can yield 150 pounds of meat.
6
  Pork products include a variety of 

meats such as ham, bacon, sausage, bratwurst, hot dogs, prosciutto, ribs, pork chops, ham hocks, 

pork tenderloin, pork rinds, brawn, and trotters.  Almost all parts of the pig can be turned into 

meat.  Bacon is made from the belly, ham from the upper back legs, hocks from the lower legs, 

brawn or head cheese from the head, and trotters from the feet.  Even the intestines, knuckles, 

jowls, ears, and tail can be eaten.
7
  Many non-food products also come from pigs, including 

insulin, heart valves, suede, and gelatin, and pork byproducts are used in water filters, insulation, 

rubber, antifreeze, floor waxes, crayons, chalk, adhesives and fertilizer.
8
  

The Pig 

 Archaeological evidence from the Middle East indicates that pigs were first domesticated 

from the Eurasian wild boar about 9000 years ago.
9
  Because it is difficult to herd and move pigs, 

they were domesticated multiple times in different areas, including China in about 5000 BC and 

Europe in about 1500 BC.
10

  The wild pigs of Europe became the basis of the pig breeds in 

production today.  Hernando de Soto brought 13 pigs to Florida in 1539 and allowed them to 

roam.
11

  They quickly reproduced and moved throughout the country.  As they adapted to local 

conditions, they developed into wild breeds such as the Arkansas Razorback.
12
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 U.S. domestic pigs are categorized into maternal and paternal breeds.  Maternal breeds 

are white and excel in fertility, litter size and milk production; however, the trade-off is poor 

meat quality.  Maternal breeds include the Yorkshire, the most common breed in the United 

States; the Landrace, developed in Denmark; the Middle White, a shortened version of the large 

white with a squished nose so it can't root; and the Mieshan, which is slow growing but produces 

up to 23 piglets per litter.  Paternal breeds are usually colored and excel in leanness, muscling 

and growth rate.  These include the Duroc, red with an increased size of loin and ham; the 

Hampshire, noted for its white belt; the Berkshire, desired for the deep red color of its meat; and 

the Poland China, developed in Butler and Warren County, Ohio, from Russian and Chinese 

breeds.  Traditionally maternal and paternal breeds have been crossed to maximize both the high 

productivity of the maternal breeds and the meat quality of the paternal breeds.
13

 

 Pigs are highly intelligent, social, and emotional animals, each with his or her own 

personality.  Marc Bekoff recounts meeting a rescued pot-bellied pig at Kindness Ranch, a 

sanctuary in Wyoming.  "Geraldine behaved as a companion dog, leaning into me as I rubbed her 

back and flipping over on her back as I rubbed her belly," he said.
14

  Jeffrey Moussaieff Masson, 

who visited Pigs Sanctuary in West Virginia, writes that the pigs "followed me; they walked up 

to me with confidence, smelled me, and often nudged me to see what I would do."
15

  Pigs dream, 

see in color, and know their names.
16

  Pet pigs have been known to rescue their human owners.  

When Jo Ann Altsman of Pennsylvania collapsed on her kitchen floor after a heart attack, her 

pot-bellied pig Lulu squeezed through the dog door and lay in the street until a passing car 

stopped, then led the driver back to the house to help.
17

  In scientific experiments, pigs have 

learned to play video games with joy sticks modified to be controlled by their snouts.
18

  

Scientists have also found that pigs can be either optimists or pessimists depending on whether 

they live in an enriched environment or an environment of continuous boredom and stress.
19
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Industrial Hog Farming 

 About 70 percent of pigs on U.S. farms are raised in intensive confinement.
20

  This means 

they are raised indoors, in large warehouse-like sheds, in very crowded conditions.  Wendell 

Murphy, owner of Murphy Family Farms and former North Carolina state senator, is generally 

credited with the concept of mass confinement hog farming.  Inspired by the poultry industry, 

which packs up to 250,000 chickens in one building, Murphy envisioned saving space, labor, and 

feed costs by moving pigs indoors.  The invention in the 1960s of slatted floors for urine and 

feces to fall through made the idea possible; pig waste would be collected below, piped into a 

manure lagoon, mixed with liquid, then sprayed onto neighboring fields.
21

   

 In 2000, Murphy Family Farms, then the No. 2 pork producer in the country, was 

acquired by Smithfield Foods in a deal worth $460 million.
22

  Smithfield had started as a packing 

plant in Virginia, but under CEO Joseph W. Luter III had aspired to "vertical integration," 

meaning Smithfield would own the hog production process from birth to slaughter.
23

  Like 

Murphy, Luter was also inspired by the poultry industry, which is 100 percent vertically 

integrated under companies such as Tyson.
24

  Acquiring Murphy was simply the latest step in 

Smithfield's rise to dominance of the hog market.  The company had acquired Gwaltney in 1981, 

Patrick Cudahy in 1984, Esskay 1986, John Morrell & Co. in 1995, Circle Four Farms in 1998, 

and Carroll's Foods in 1999.
25

  The merger of Smithfield and Murphy brought together inventor 

of intensive confinement with the inventor of vertical integration, making Smithfield by far the 

largest pork producer in the nation, larger than its next three market rivals combined.
26

 

 A series of videos produced by Smithfield subsidiary Murphy-Brown called "Taking the 

Mystery Out of Pork Production" purports to show what conditions are like in Smithfield 

confinement operations.
27

  "Sow Farm" describes how sows are artificially inseminated and 

pregnancy is confirmed.  The sows are then moved to gestation barns where most of them live in 

individual gestation crates for the duration of their pregnancy.
 28

  The crates are only slightly 
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larger than the pig herself, and she is unable to turn around. In 2007, Smithfield announced it 

would phase out use of gestation crates and transition sows into group housing within 10 years.
29

  

Two years later, the company said that due to operating losses, the phase-out of gestation crates 

was being put on hold.
30

 Currently, 30 percent of Smithfield sows have been transitioned to 

group housing.
31

    

 Two days before birth, pigs are moved from the gestation barn to the farrowing barn, 

where they will have and nurse their piglets.
 32

  Again the sows are tightly confined in a slanted 

cage that allows them to lay on their side and nurse the piglets on the other side of iron bars.  The 

purpose, the company says, is to keep the sow from accidentally laying down and crushing her 

piglets. Newborn piglets are covered in a drying compound to prevent chills, and heating pads 

are provided.  Their tails are also docked, and males are castrated -- both done without pain 

killers. In three weeks, at 10 to 12 pounds, the piglets are weaned and transported to a nursery, 

while the sow is sent back to the sow barn for another artificial insemination.  

 The next video in the series, "Nursery Farm," describes the middle stage of the pork 

production process.  It shows newly arrived piglets being herded into large pens with simple 

noise makers, then sorted into small, medium and large sizes in pens of 40 to 45 piglets each.  

The piglets scuffle for a few days to establish a pecking order, but then social relationships 

stabilize. Temperatures are controlled and ventilation is provided by large exhaust fans. 

Automated systems transfer both feed and water into the barn.  During their 50-day stay, the 

piglets grow to about 50 pounds and receive three different dietary formulas.
 33

 

 "Finishing Farm" describes the last stage in confinement pork production in which the 

hogs grow from 50 pounds to a market weight of 280 pounds in 24 weeks.  The video claims that 

Murphy-Brown farmers walk through their barns to check on "every pen, every pig, every day." 

Sick pigs are shown being marked and moved to a special pen where medical care such as 

aspirin is provided.  Veterinarians are called if an illness or injury is serious. Feed and water are 
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provided through automated systems, and the feed formulation changes four times during the 

pigs' stay.  Electric fans and movable curtains are used to manage temperature and circulation. 

Manure passes through slats on the floor and into a containment area below, which is regularly 

flushed to move the manure to a holding lagoon.  The video claims that naturally occurring 

organisms break down the manure into a low nutrient liquid that can be applied to crops as a 

fertilizer. "This is organic recycling at its best!" the narrator says.
34

 

 Other accounts of visits to industrial pig farms do not corroborate everything seen in the 

Murphy-Brown videos.  Matthew Scully describes his tours of two Smithfield confinement 

operations in Dominion: The Power of Man, the Suffering of Animals, and the Call to Mercy, 

while Nicolette Hahn Niman describes visits to several Smithfield operations in North Carolina 

in Righteous Porkchop: Finding a Life and Good Food Beyond Factory Farms. For example, 

while the Murphy-Brown videos shows ample staff and technicians caring for the pigs, both 

Scully and Niman remark on how deserted the farms seem and how hard it is to find a person.  

On a facility Scully toured, one person was in charge of caring for 4,000 pigs.
35

  One of the 

facilities Niman saw was left unattended 23 hours a day.
36

  While the videos show clean, well-lit 

barns, Niman describes hog confinement facilities as "dank, putrid buildings crammed with 

thousands of suffering animals," and said she was entering "sordid medieval dungeon" with a 

"smelly, dimly lit, manure-caked interior."
37

   

 The Murphy-Brown video "Sow Farm" discusses Smithfield's transition from gestation 

crates to group housing, saying the company is doing it "out of response to their customer's 

request, not necessarily because one system has been proven advantageous over the other."  

When given free choice, most of the sows will spend most of their time in individual stalls rather 

than the larger common area, the video says.  It also discusses the challenges of group housing: 

providing the right amount of feed to animals of different sizes, providing individual medical 

attention, and minimizing aggression and fighting.  Individual stall eliminate these problems, the 
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video says, but it does not discuss any challenges involved with gestation crates.
38

  Scully and 

Niman do.  Says Niman: "Gestation crates are designed to virtually immobilize the sow, so each 

crate was intentionally too narrow for her to turn around.  She could not lie down without 

bumping up against the metal bars."
39

  Scully's description is similar: 

They are locked, about six hundred of them, not only in the bars but each between bars 

fitted to size.  "Confinement" doesn't describe their situation.  They are encased, pinned 

down, unable to do anything but sit and suffer.
40

 

 

 

 While the Murphy-Brown videos show calm, even playful animals, being carefully 

handled and moved, both Scully and Niman give accounts of frightened animals pulling back as 

far as they can in tiny cages as soon as humans enter the shed. Says Scully of a finishing barn: 

Opening the door I ignite a squealing panic that sweeps across the barn. They draw back, 

as if I am a wolf. At least they try to draw back. There isn't room to draw back.  At 

twenty per pen, and twenty-five pens each at 7.5 square feet, they can only crouch and 

huddle and try to hid behind one another. 
41

 

 

Niman tries to extend a tiny olive branch to one sow in a gestation crate: 

I paused and knelt down in front of a sow who'd been watching me approach.  "Hey girl," 

I called to her softly.  Eyeing me with suspicion, she instantly pulled back.  Pressing 

herself against the back end of her cage, she seemed to loathe being singled out.  My 

gesture was too little and much too late.
42

 

 

Both Scully and Niman also notice the pigs engaging in repetitive behaviors of boredom and 

stress referred to in the industry as vices or stereotypies.  Scully asks his guide about a sow  

covered in feces and dried blood, yanking maniacally on chains that have torn her mouth 

raw, as foraging animals will do when caged and denied straw or other roughage to chew.  

She's hurting herself with the chains, I remark.  "Oh that's normal."
43

 

 

Niman is also told such behavior is normal: 

Pointing to several of the animals, I asked why the sows were chewing on the bars of 

their cages and waving their heads from side to side.  "Oh that's perfectly normal," he 

assured us with no hesitation.
44

 

 

Scully remarks on behavior consistent with research showing that pigs kept in unenriched, 

stressful environments become pessimists, even to the point of giving up. 
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Frenzied chewing on bars and chains, stereotypical "vacuum chewing on nothing at all, 

stereotypical rooting and next building with imaginary straw.  And "social defeat," lots of 

it, in every third or fourth stall some completely broken being you know is alive only 

because she blinks and stares up at you. 
45

 

 

 Both Scully and Niman also notice many physical ailments among the pigs.  "Scabs 

resembling bed sores are scattered everywhere on the herd's sides, stomachs, and legs," Niman 

says.
46

  Scully asks about a pig "whose legs are swollen and body covered with open sores" 

before he realizes all the pigs have open sores. 

To lie on their sides, a powerful inclination during months of confinement in twenty-two 

inches of space, they try to put their legs through the bars into a neighboring crate.  

Fragile from the pigs' abnormally large weight, and from rarely standing or walking, and 

then only on concrete, their legs get crushed and broken.  About half of those pigs whose 

legs can be seen appear to have sprained or fractured limbs, never examined by a vet, 

never splinted, never even noticed anymore. 
47

 

 

Scully also asks about a pig with a tumor the size of half a soccer ball, and other pigs with 

smaller tumors the size of half a baseball.  "That 's just a pus pocket," his guide says. "They all 

get those."
48

 The only treatment provided was a substance called Kopertox, which forms a hard 

coating over the wound made of copper naphthenate.  Unlike in the Murphy-Brown video, which 

shows sick pigs being moved to a special pen for treatment, Scully says, "there is no sick ward 

here.  For most, it's either Kopertox or the cull pen.  Nothing in between."
49

  Even the 

veterinarians who come by every few days to check on the stock do not treat an ailment unless it 

interferes with the sow's ability to produce piglets: 

But for the vets too, they are not even animals anymore.  They're piglet machines.  And 

tumors, fractured bones, festering sores, whatever, none of these received serious medical 

attention.  If the ailment threatens a particular production unit's meat-yielding capacity, 

like the vaginal and urinary tract infections apparent from discharge stains on  some of 

the sows, that'll get treated.  That can be justified by the return on labor and costs - 

though only if the unit isn't too old to even bother, "old" meaning three or four years 

instead of one or two.  Otherwise, it's a quick cull and sale to the renderer.
50

 

 

 Antibiotics are another issue on which the Murphy-Brown videos contrast with other 

accounts of intensive hog operations.  The "Animal Care" video states that Smithfield uses 
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antibiotics only used "to treat disease, prevent disease, and control disease," not to promote 

growth.
51

  However, this does not present the full picture of how widely used antibiotics are on 

industrial hog operations.  Niman describes how pigs constantly stressed by crowded and 

contaminated surroundings must be given antibiotics to keep them alive: 

Twenty-four hours of every day the animal breathes and bathes in air laden with 

ammonia, hydrogen sulfide, dust, viruses, bacteria, and endotoxins.  This takes a heavy 

toll on the pig's immune defenses, which are engaged in a never-ending battle just to keep 

the animal alive.  For this reason, most pigs raised in industrial confinement are dosed 

daily with drugs in their feed or water. 

 

According to the USDA, about 97 percent of pigs on industrial hog farms are continuously given 

antibiotics.
52

  A 2001 report by the Union of Concerned Scientists finds that U.S. livestock 

producers use 24.3 million pounds of antibiotics for nontherapeutic purposes, 10.3 million of 

which are used on industrial hog operations.  This contrasts the 3 million pounds used in human 

medicine.
53

  More antibiotics are used as feed supplements in North Carolina alone than in all 

human medicine across the United States.
54

 

 Although the Murphy-Brown videos do not discuss pig genetics beyond stating that 

Smithfield uses the "best available," other sources give more details.  According to the EPA's 

"Pork Production" section, through much of the 19th and 20th centuries hogs were valued not 

just for their meat, but also their lard, which was used in cooking, lamp oil, candles and soap.  

Later, Americans switched to using vegetable oils and synthetic compounds for these purposes, 

and the pork industry became more concerned with the pigs' ability to convert feed into protein, 

which resulted in a leaner pig being produced.
55

  Smithfield was a leader in this trend.  In 1991, 

CEO Joe Luter bought exclusive rights to Northern Pig Development (NPD) breeding stock and 

imported  2000 "seed stock" animals from England.  The genetics of this herd are the foundation 

of Smithfield's Lean Generation Pork products, which again Luter models off the poultry 

industry.  The object is for Smithfield products to be "consistent, consistent, consistent." 
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"If you look at the tray packs of Perdue or Tyson chicken, one looks just like the next," 

he explains. "Now, look at the bacon case. Packages are torn open. There's upheaval 

because people are looking for a pound of bacon that looks better than another. There's 

only one way to get consistency - that's to have common genetics, feed the animals the 

same way and process them the same way."
56

 

 

Vertical integration is also part of the plan for consistency.  "Vertical integration gives you high 

quality, consistent products with consistent genetics. And the only way to do that is to control the 

process from the farm to the packing plant," Luter says.
57

  

 In his tour of Smithfield operations, Scully got to see one of the "seed stock" herds.  

What he found were sows in much better condition and treated better than normal Smithfield 

hogs.  "These are our babies," his guide said.  "They get special care."  And indeed they did.  

Though their barn was crowded, the pigs were not confined in individual crates.  They also were 

not as startled at the sight of humans as the other pigs, and seemed eager to receive guests, even 

curiously sniffing around Scully's feet.  Both the pigs and their facilities were cleaner than in 

other pig barns, and they received regular veterinary care and daily attention from workers.
58

   

 Niman, who is married to the founder of the free-range pork production company Niman 

Ranch, understands the pros and cons of the Lean Generation genetics.  Because carcass 

uniformity is treated as the paramount virtue, Smithfield farmers must raise only animals from 

the company store.  "By design, then, as in the poultry industry, there is no longer any real 

genetic variation in industrial pig herds," she says.
 59

  Besides extreme selective breeding, the 

drug ractopamine is routinely administered.  It acts like a steroid, building up muscle at an 

unnatural rate, and is banned in many other countries.  China has rejected shipments of U.S. pork 

due to ractopamine contamination, Niman says.  The extreme lean hog also presents problems 

for both the consumer and the animals themselves: 

The consumer ends up with dry, flavorless meat.  Famed cookbook author and New York 

Times food writer Mark Bittman has described industrial pork as "turning to sawdust" 

when cooked.  Many chefs and retailers I've met attribute recent decades of flat pork sales 

to the poor eating quality of modern industrial pork.  For the pig, the problem is quite a 

bit more serious. That's because the pig's internal temperature, both keeping cool and 
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staying warm, is controlled by its body fat.  When the animal is engineered by humans 

for excessive leanness it loses its ability to regulate its body temperature in response to 

fluctuating external temperatures and changing seasons.  Most modern industrial hogs 

would, quite literally, perish outdoors.
60

 

 

 A third issue on which the Murphy-Brown videos disagree with other accounts is the 

relationship between Smithfield and its contract farmers.  In contract production, the videos say, 

Smithfield supplies the animals, feed, transportation, veterinary care, and record keeping, while 

the growers provide modern facilities, day to day management, and general upkeep of the farm. 

Smithfield "takes the market risk, and the contract grower receives a predictable income stream 

regardless of market conditions."
61

 Yet contract farmers take considerable financial risk.  Many 

go heavily into debt erecting industrial hog facilities, and though they don't own the animals, 

contract growers are responsible for disposing of the vast amounts of animal waste.
62

  Smithfield 

contract grower Chuck Stokes, at first an activist against environmental groups, told Niman that 

he resented the power of the large agribusiness corporation to which he was beholden:   

Years ago, he had borrowed hundreds of thousands of dollars to put up confinement 

buildings, dig pits for lagoons, and purchase equipment for manure spraying.  But he now 

knows from firsthand experience that this system doesn't really work.  "I sure bought into 

the lagoon and sprayfield system," he told us. "But it was a mistake."  Like every other 

confinement operator, he's had plenty of troubles with pollution and odor.  His problem is 

this: What does a person do after he has invested everything he has -- and more -- in a 

system that he now knows to be a failure but is still years away from paying off?
63

 

 

 The disposal of prodigious amounts of manure is especially a problem.  Smithfield 

processed 27 million hogs in 2007, the equivalent of the human population of the 32 largest 

cities in the United States combined.  But hogs produce three times as much excrement as 

humans.  The 500,000 hogs at a single Smithfield facility in Utah create as much waste as the 1.5 

million inhabitants of Manhattan.  Estimates put the total waste production in Smithfield 

facilities at 26 million tons a year -- enough to fill four Yankee Stadiums.
64
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 Yet the Murphy-Brown videos paint an optimistic picture of what becomes of all this 

waste.  In "Environmental Protection," viewers are told that: 

Manure management systems are designed to match fertilizer application with crop needs 

in a particular geographic region.  It's all about matching soil type and acreage with crop 

management needs.  This is done to maximize the benefits of organic fertilizers and 

protect local ground and surface water.   

 

In North Carolina, we use anaerobic treatment lagoon systems to collect, store and treat 

animal manure.  Much like a home septic system, tiny microbes decompose the swine 

manure.  From the manure, valuable organic fertilizer is generated and applied to crops 

on surrounding land.  Crops such as corn, soybeans, wheat, oats, and hay benefit from 

this recycling process. Farmers apply only the amount of fertilizer necessary to grow a 

particular crop.
65

  

 

Other sources have much to say that directly contradicts this presentation.  Confined livestock 

operations produce such volumes of manure that the waste can't be cycled back through system 

as fertilizer because there is simply too much of it, says food writer Anna Lappe.
66

  Waterkeeper 

Alliance director Robert F. Kennedy Jr. points out that while human waste must be treated, hog 

waste does not, but is simply dumped into the environment, whether through leaks in the manure 

lagoons, runoff from fields, or release into the air.
67

   

 On industrial hog farms, pig waste falls through slatted floors into a holding pit beneath 

the barn, then is flushed out into manure lagoons, which are open air pits 10 acres square and 

three stories deep.
68

  Often, other things besides waste fall through the slats such as afterbirth, 

dead piglets, old batteries, bottles of insecticide, and antibiotic syringes.  Industrial pig waste 

contains a long list of harmful substances including ammonia, hydrogen sulfide, cyanide, 

phosphates, nitrates, heavy metals, antibiotics, and more than 100 microbial pathogens including 

salmonella, cryptosporidia, streptococci, and giardia.
69

  Rocks under the lagoon puncture its 

polyethelene liner, causing the waste to seep out; in eastern North Carolina, where the water 

table is only a few feet deep, pig waste can contaminate the water table.  Manure lagoons also 

emit more than 160 volatile organic compounds into the air.
70

  Tietz recounts numerous stories of 

people who have drowned in hog manure lagoons after being overcome by fumes.  In one case,  
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a worker who was repairing a lagoon in Michigan was overcome by fumes and fell in. 

His 15-year-old nephew dived in to save him but was overcome; the worker's cousin 

went in to save the teenager but was overcome; the worker's older brother dived in to 

save them but was overcome; and then the worker's father dived in to save them but was 

overcome.  They all died in pig shit.
71

  

 

 As the Murphy-Brown videos indicate, contract hog farmers do recycle hog waste by 

applying it to nearby fields.  But other sources counter the assertion that only the amount of 

fertilizer necessary is applied.  In 2009, Tietz says, North Carolina hog farmers imported 124,000 

metric tons of nitrogen and 29,000 metric tons of phosphorus to feed 10 million hogs. The hogs 

then excreted 101,000 metric tons of nitrogen and 22,700 metric tons of phosphorus.  This 

resulted in a massive imbalance.  Three North Carolina counties were generating more nitrogen, 

and 18 were generating more phosphorus than all the crops in the state could assimilate. 
72

 Yet as 

Rick Dove, senior waterkeeper for the Neuse River, has extensively documented, many farmers 

use spray systems to apply manure to fields whether they could absorb it or not.  North 

Carolina's coastal soil is sandy and permeable, acting as a sieve to carry runoff into groundwater.  

The land is also full of streams and creeks that carry runoff directly to surface waters and out to 

sea.  One study showed that manure runoff raises the level of nitrogen and phosphorus in nearby 

rivers by sixfold.
73

  Lagoons in eastern North Carolina, Dove told Niman, were doomed to fail.
74

  

 The amount of air pollution emitted by industrial hog facilities is also of great concern.  

Open-pit lagoons emit ammonia, methane, carbon dioxide, hydrogen sulfide, and millions of 

bacteria.  Eighty percent of the nitrogen in manure lagoons evaporates into the air as ammonia 

gas.  One study found that hog farms in North Carolina emit 55,000 to 70,000 tons of nitrogen in 

the form of ammonia gas into the air every year.
75

  Another found that the average hog farm in 

the state emits 300 tons of ammonia gas a day.
76

  The EPA estimates that nationwide, 1.5 million 

pounds of nitrogen from manure lagoons and 880 million pounds from manure spread on land 
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evaporate into the air before coalescing in surface water.  Hog operations also emit 70,000 tons 

of hydrogen sulfide, 296,000 tons of methane, and 127,000 tons of carbon dioxide every year.
77

  

 All of the nutrients running into waterways or landing in water after evaporating into the 

air cause massive algae blooms.  On the Neuse River in North Carolina, Dove could reach over 

the side of the boat and pull out large clumps of green algae that were choking the waterway.  

Although a variety of sources were responsible for the excess nutrients in the river, the largest 

contributor at 56 percent was agriculture.
78

  Many North Carolina scientists had documented vast 

increases of nitrogen and ammonia in the state's rivers.  Joann Burkholder of North Carolina 

State found a 500 percent increase in ammonia in the Neuse River over a decade. Bill Showers, a 

North Carolina water biologist, documented that nitrate levels were 10 times higher downstream 

from hog operations than upstream.  Mike Mallin from University of North Carolina found a 265 

percent increase in ammonia in the Black River and a 315 percent increase in the Northeast Cape 

Fear River over a decade of taking water samples.
79

  Also blooming among the excess nutrients 

and algae was the toxic dinoflagellate Pfiesteria piscicida.  Discovered by Burkholder, the tiny 

organism is fatal to fish and harmful to humans.  Pfiesteria created gaping sores on the sides and 

backs of fish, eventually exposing their innards.  It caused the same sores in people who came 

into contact with the water, along with nausea, dizziness and even neurological damage.
80

   

Pasture-Raised Pigs 

 In the 1980s, agricultural scientists Alex Stolba and D.G.M. Wood-Gush of Edinburgh 

University wanted to find out how modern industrial pigs would behave in a more natural 

setting, so they took a group of pigs from a confinement operation and let them loose in a park 

with a stream, pine copse, and mud swamp.  Bernard Rollin describes their observations: 

It was found that pigs built a series of communal nests in a cooperative way.  These nests 

displayed certain common features, including walls to protect the animals against 

prevailing winds and a wide view that allowed the pigs to see what was approaching.  

The nests were far from the feeding sites.  Before retiring to the nests, the animals 

brought additional nesting materials for the walls and rearranged the nests.   
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On arising in the morning, the animals walked at least 7 meters before urinating and 

defecating. Defecation occurred on paths so that excreta ran between bushes ...  The pigs 

formed complex social bonds between certain animals, and new animals introduced to the 

area took a long time to be assimilated.  Some formed special relationships -- for 

example, a pair of sows would join together after farrowing, and forage and sleep 

together.  Members of the litter of the same sex tended to stay together and to pay 

attention to one and another's exploratory behaviors.  Young males also attended to the 

behavior of older males.  Juveniles of both sexes exhibited manipulative play.  In autumn, 

51 percent of the day was devoted to rooting. 

 

Pregnant sows would choose a nest site several hours before giving birth, a significant 

distance from the communal nest (6 kilometers in one case). Nests were built, sometimes 

even with log walls.  The sow would not allow other pigs to intrude for several days but 

might eventually allow another sow with a litter, with which she had previously 

established a bond, to share the nest.  ... Piglets began exploring the environment at about 

5 days of age and weaned themselves somewhere between 12 and 15 weeks.
81

 

 

Rollin pays particular attention to one of Wood-Gush's comments: "Generally the behavior of ... 

pigs, born and reared in an intensive system, once they had the appropriate environment, 

resembled that of the European wild boar."  This indicates that modern industrial pigs are not far 

removed from their wild ancestors, and that the environment wild pigs evolved to cope with is a 

good model for creating high welfare conditions for their domesticated descendants.  

 This type of rich, open environment that allows pigs to express their natural behaviors is 

what pasture-raised pig operations aspire to create.  No American company puts this philosophy 

more into practice than Niman Ranch.  Several writers have visited Niman Ranch operations 

around the country.  Peter Singer and Jim Mason wrote about Mike and Suzanne Jones' farm in 

North Carolina, where sows who had recently given birth lived in a two-acre enclosure.  The 

sows were free to build nests out of sticks, branches and leaves, with additional shelter from a 

series of English arched huts.  Mike Jones, who used to farm industrial-style with confinement 

crates, says the free-range sows are less anxious as well as stronger, healthier and better able to 

move.  He allows the piglets to nurse for six to nine weeks, as opposed to three weeks in 

conventional barns.  This saves him the cost of starter rations for early weaned pigs.
82
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 Singer and Mason also write about the Holmes family, who have 120 breeding sows and 

sell 2,000 market pigs per year from their 360-acre farm in North Carolina.  All of them live on 

pasture in pens enclosed by electric fencing powered by solar energy.  As the pigs root and eat 

down one enclosure, the Holmeses move the fencing to a new area.  Shallow trenches run along 

the sides of the pens to catch wastes during heavy rains.  Unlike manure lagoons, which leach 

into groundwater and emit volatile compounds and toxic gasses, manure on the pasture is dried 

by the sun and recycles completely into the ground as fertilizer.  The Holmes' pigs graze on 

clover and fescue, creating "pasture poop" that doesn't carry the heavy odor of industrial manure.  

The pigs are also given grain scattered on the ground, which forces the sows to work to get at the 

feed and prevents the dominant pigs from stealing food from others.  In confinement operations, 

tails are docked to prevent pigs from the stereotypical behavior of chewing on the tail of the pig 

in front of them.  On the pasture this is not an issue, and the sows get to keep their tails.  The 

Holmes' system is more labor intensive than a confinement operation; they spend a lot of time 

moving fences, shelters and animals.  But in contrast to gestation crates, their stocking densities 

give the sows 10,000 square feet of space each. Of particular importance for farmers under the 

Niman Ranch umbrella is certification from the Animal Welfare Institute.  Diane and Marlene 

Halverson advise AWI on its animal husbandry program and serve as consultants for Niman 

Ranch.  The key principle behind the AWI standards is that pigs much be able to express natural 

behaviors.  For sows, that includes the ability to live in a social group and to build a nest.
83

 

 Nicolette Hahn Niman writes about Iowa pig farmer Paul Willis, whose partnership with 

her husband Bill Niman started the Niman Ranch brand.  After serving in the Peace Corps and 

working for VISTA, Willis decided to go into pig farming.  It was the 1970s when the pork 

industry considered the move into confinement facilities as inevitable.  Willis, however, decided 

to keep his pigs on pasture; even more unconventional, he chose to raise pigs with old-fashioned 

genetics that included plenty of fat and hardiness to thrive outdoors.  Willis grew his own feed 
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corn and soy, rotating pigs with crops, which benefitted from the manure.  Unlike Smithfield 

contract growers, he never had to take out large loans for expensive confinement structures.   

 Willis met Bill Niman in the mid-1990s.  At the time, he received no premium for 

pasture-raising his hogs, and their meat ended up mixed with all the meat of pigs from 

confinement operations.  Bill Niman thought the meat from Willis' farm was the best he'd ever 

tasted, and he began to sell it along with his own to top chefs in the Bay area, who wanted meat 

free of drugs and chemicals.  Soon, demand outstripped supply, and Niman Ranch began taking 

other free-range pig farms into the fold.  The farmers were motivated to meet the label's high 

welfare requirements because they were paid a premium, and their meat was not mixed in with 

conventional products but sold prominently under the Niman Ranch label.  Willis specifically 

sought out the Halverson sisters to endorse his farm.  "Everyone in the meat industry was scared 

to death of animal advocacy groups, but I didn't feel that way at all," he said.  "I felt that if I was 

doing something wrong on my farm, I wanted to know it."
84

 

 According to the Niman Ranch Hog Protocols, Niman Ranch pigs: 

 Have never been given antibiotics of any kind - ever; 

 Have never been given added hormones or artificial growth promotants - ever; 

 Have been fed all-vegetarian diets; 

 Have been raised to the highest care standards, and according to Niman Ranch’s Pig 

Husbandry Protocols; 

 Are born and raised on American family farms and are harvested and processed at 

U.S.D.A. inspected facilities within the United States; 

 And meet our high pork and carcass quality standards.
 85

 

 

The  protocols spell out general standards for pasture, bedding, housing, space for gestating sows 

and boars, farrowing and lactation, and growing and finishing.  Detailed protocols are provided 

for feed and water, hygiene and safety, medical treatments, alteration procedures, handling and 

transport.  For example, any pig given therapeutic antibiotics to treat disease must be processed 

separately; injections must be given in a certain manner; teeth clipping and tail docking are not 

allowed and castration must be done before two weeks.  Electric prods are not allowed in 
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transport; and downer animals must be humanely euthanized.  Farmers receive a trucking 

allowance to transport animals to one of the Niman Ranch approved slaughterhouses, currently 

located in northwest Iowa.  Niman Ranch has pork quality standards that include the use of 

certain genetics (Duroc, Berkshire, and Chester White cross breeds are preferred); loin eye, 

color, and pH targets; and weight and leanness targets.  No premium will be paid if the hog is too 

lean; in fact, such meat will be discounted.
86

 

At the Slaughterhouse 

 Other than to say the slaughter plants it uses are located in northwest Iowa and carefully 

vetted for humane treatment, Niman Ranch does not give details about how the pigs on its farms 

are slaughtered.  The Niman Ranch website does point out that there is also a practical reason for 

slaughtering pigs humanely, as stress during slaughter will affect meat quality.
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 Smithfield's corporate social responsibility website, launched in January 2011, says that 

the company's eight slaughter plants follow a "quality management program based on the 

American Meat Institute's (AMI) Animal Handling Guidelines," developed by Temple Grandin 

and updated in 2010.
88

  These guidelines are laid out in a 111-page manual available on the AMI 

website.
89

  The manual spells out recommended livestock handling principles such as flight zone, 

point of balance, and preventing injuries and falls; livestock driving tools such as electric prods, 

which are supposed to be used sparingly, and paddles, capes or sticks; design and use of 

restraints; recommended stunning practices, including captive bolt, and in the case of pigs, 

electric and carbon dioxide stunning; determining insensibility; religious and kosher slaughter; 

and handling of disabled or crippled livestock.
90

 

 The manual also spells out auditing criteria, procedures and parameters. For example, 

effective stunning is audited by scoring at least 100 animals; of those, at least 95 percent must be 

rendered insensible with one shot for the plant to be rated acceptable. Animals are to be bled out 

within 20 seconds of stunning, and only 1 pig per 1000 may reach the bleed rail still sensible for 
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the plant to be rated as acceptable. A third criteria is falling; only 1 percent of animals may fall, 

meaning their body touches the ground, for an acceptable rating.  Although electric prod use is 

supposed to be minimal, it can be used 25 percent of the time for pigs for the plant to gain an 

acceptable rating; this standard is based on an audit of 26 plants by McDonald's that found 62 

percent used an electric prod on 15 percent or less of pigs at the restrainer entrance.  Willful acts 

of abuse are considered automatic grounds for audit failure.
91

   

 In 1992, Smithfield opened the world's largest slaughterhouse in Tar Heel, N.C., capable 

of slaughtering 32,000 pigs per day.  That is 16,000 per shift, 2,000 per hour, 33 per minute, or 

one every two seconds.  The 973,000-square-foot plant has been described as a highly efficient 

killing machine and disassembly line: 

Squealing hogs funnel into an area where they are electrocuted, stabbed in the jugular, 

then tied, lifted and carried on a winding journey through the plant. They are dunked in 

scalding water, their hair is removed, they are run through a fiery furnace (to burn off 

residual hair), then disemboweled and sliced by an army of young, often immigrant, 

laborers. 

 

On the other side of the plant, which is chilled, teams of workers cut hog meat into 

smaller pieces. Wearing frocks, rubber boots and earplugs, they stand shoulder to 

shoulder, dipping knives in hot water and then making quick cuts in meat passing rapidly 

on a conveyor belt.
92

 

 

No independent observer that I could find has been granted access to a guided tour of the plant.  

Matthew Scully was scheduled to receive a tour after his visits to Smithfield hog operations in 

2000, but apparently after talking with him, company officials changed their mind and 

permission was revoked.
93

  However, New York Times journalist Charlie LeDuff spent three 

weeks undercover at the plant in 2000.  He describes a highly racially segregated workplace in 

which whites are supervisors, Indians get clean menial jobs like warehouse work, and blacks and 

Mexicans get the dirty jobs working with knives.  Although Smithfield's profits nearly doubled 

in the previous year, LeDuff says, wages remained flat.  As a result, Americans are quitting and 

the company is hiring more immigrants to take their place.  Slaughterhouse work is so grueling 



Cathy Becker PS 597.02 Pork 

19 

that turnover in the plant is 100 percent.  Writes LeDuff: "Five thousand quit and five thousand 

are hired every year. You hear people say, They don't kill pigs in the plant, they kill people."
94

  

 LeDuff writes that the kill floor sets the pace of the work.  These jobs pay $12 an hour 

and are occupied mostly by African American men.  Here is how LeDuff describes what they do: 

Kill-floor work is hot, quick and bloody. The hog is herded in from the stockyard, then 

stunned with an electric gun. It is lifted onto a conveyor belt, dazed but not dead, and 

passed to a waiting group of men wearing bloodstained smocks and blank faces. They slit 

the neck, shackle the hind legs and watch a machine lift the carcass into the air, letting its 

life flow out in a purple gush, into a steaming collection trough.  

The carcass is run through a scalding bath, trolleyed over the factory floor and then 

dumped onto a table with all the force of a quarter-ton water balloon. In the misty-red 

room, men slit along its hind tendons and skewer the beast with hooks. It is again lifted 

and shot across the room on a pulley and bar, where it hangs with hundreds of others as if 

in some kind of horrific dry-cleaning shop. It is then pulled through a wall of flames and 

met on the other side by more black men who, stripped to the waist beneath their smocks, 

scrape away any straggling bristles.  

The place reeks of sweat and scared animal, steam and blood. Nothing is wasted from 

these beasts, not the plasma, not the glands, not the bones. Everything is used, and the kill 

men, repeating slaughterhouse lore, say that even the squeal is sold.
95

  

Next the pig carcasses go to what's called the "picnic line," where 18 workers line up on both 

sides of a belt, carving meat from bone.  This area is staffed mainly by immigrants and pays 

$7.70 an hour, good money compared to Mexico, where the average salary is $4 a day.  But, 

LeDuff says, the pay comes at a price: 

The work burns your muscles and dulls your mind. Staring down into the meat for hours 

strains your neck. After thousands of cuts a day your fingers no longer open freely. 

Standing in the damp 42-degree air causes your knees to lock, your nose to run, your 

teeth to throb.  

The whistle blows at 3, you get home by 4, pour peroxide on your nicks by 5. You take 

pills for your pains and stand in a hot shower trying to wash it all away. You hurt. And by 

8 o'clock you're in bed, exhausted, thinking of work.
96

  

At the time of LeDuff's investigation, the Tar Heel plant was not unionized.  LeDuff witnessed 

an accident in which the steel bars holding a row of hogs came crashing down as a woman stood 

below.  One of the carcasses knocked the woman out, and the steel bars barely missed hitting her 
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face.  As other workers rushed over to help, the supervisor ordered them back to work.  Nothing 

was allowed to stop the disassembly line.  "We need a union, " an African American worker later 

told LeDuff.  But talk of unionizing was quiet, as people felt it could get them fired.
97

 

 Another way we have some idea of what happens inside the Tar Heel plant is through 

interviews with workers and officials.  Gail Eisnitz, chief investigator for the Humane Farming 

Association, conducted hundreds such interviews in the 1990s of slaughter plant workers around 

the country, including at the Tar Heel plant, for her book Slaughterhouse: The Shocking Story of 

Greed, Neglect, and Inhumane Treatment Inside the U.S. Meat Industry.  The accounts Eisnitz 

uncovered are disgusting, frightening, and horrific.  Betty Jane Stephens and her daughter Alcie, 

who were working in chitlins and meat cutting, said the plant exploited Hispanics and hired 

workers as young as 12.  Violent offenders from the nearby prison also worked at the plant on a 

work release program; one had raped and murdered two women, but was allowed to work with 

knives unsupervised.  Betty said she had been given a knife to debone meat, but no instruction on 

how to use it; as a result, she slept with her hands in splints.  The company doctor told her it was 

carpal tunnel, and said she could have gotten from washing dishes or hoeing tobacco.
98

   

 Another employee, Carol Reynolds, told Eisnitz about working in casings, where manure 

was cleaned out of intestines so they could be used in sausage production.  She said acid from 

the intestines burned her hands and arms, requiring her to go to the company nurse every few 

hours to get them rewrapped.  Most of the hogs, she said, had intestinal roundworms as long as 

the table.  Her boss would hold the worms up in front of her face, telling her to touch them to 

overcome her fear.  Reynolds told Eisnitz she didn't eat the product she made: 

I don't buy Smithfield pork. I mean, you go work where you've got twelve-inch 

roundworms hanging on your foot as you're walking and you're dragging these worms.  

Are you going to get up in the morning and fry some bacon?  Or sausage?  Could be 

ground-up worms making that sausage.
99
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 But the most chilling interview Eisnitz conducted with a Tar Heel plant worker was with 

Nathan Price, who worked as a sticker, responsible for slicing the throats of the pigs to bleed 

them out.  Here is an excerpt: 

"Does it ever happen that hogs aren't properly stunned?" I asked. 

 

"All the time," Price laughed.  "Because if you're killing 16,000 hogs a shift, those guys 

aren't going to stun all them hogs all the time.  Some hogs come out kicking and raising 

hell." 

 

"Is kicking the only sign they're not stunned properly?" I asked. 

 

"Running across the table or floor isn't a good sign neither.  See, they use this four-

pronged stunner.  And if you don't hit that hog precisely, that hogs runs across the table." 

 

"Does that happen often?" I asked. 

 

"Sure," he replied.  "Because most of the time, those stunners are not getting the right 

charge to connect to the hog.  Then, if a person can knock that hog down without 

stunning it and put a shackle around it, they're going to hang that hog up.  If a hog ain't 

stunned correctly, then the shackler's supposed to let it hit the floor and somebody else is 

supposed to restun that hog and hang him up." 

 

He spoke politely and deliberately, as if he had to force out each word.  "But the 

supervisors don't want the shacklers to do that.  They want the shacklers to try to shackle 

the hog, hang it up, and keep on going.  But, if the shackler drops too many hogs, they 

write that shackler up.  A shackler out there don't have no choice but to hang hogs alive 

in order to keep his job and everything else going smooth." 

 

"And they stick them like that?"  

 

"Yeah," he answered. "Or, if a hog comes out kicking too much for the sticker, he's going 

to let him go until somebody tells him that hogs needs sticking.  If it's too late, and that 

hog hits the tub, then he goes all through the scald tank and out to the de-hairer and to the 

dry kill [where workers eviscerate the hogs].  And probably by that time, he gets around 

to where they 'off' the feet and stuff, then they'll stick the hog.  I've stuck them after 

they've had their hooves off, their toes split down, and everything else."
100

 

 

 Washington Post reporter Joby Warrick investigated slaughter plants across the country 

for a story published in 2001, interviewing workers and officials and combing through USDA 

records.  His research found that USDA inspectors had documented 14 humane slaughter 

violations in 1997-98 at a Farmers Livestock Cooperative processing plant in Hawaii.  Hogs 
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were walking and squealing at least four times.  The plant said it fired the stunner and increased 

monitoring.  Undercover videotape from the Humane Farming Association showed conscious 

hogs being lowered into the scald tank kicking and squealing.  “The industry’s self-inspections 

are meaningless," Eisnitz was quoted as saying.  "They’re designed to lull Americans into a false 

sense of security about what goes on inside slaughterhouses.”
101

   

 Warrick's story so outraged Sen. Bob Dole that he read parts of it on the Senate floor.  

Using Jane Goodall as an intermediary, Eisnitz sent Dole more information and suggested 

legislation.  Dole then introduced a bill to provide better enforcement for the Humane Slaughter 

Act, which passed by wide margins.
102

  However, problems still continue at the nation's slaughter 

plants.  A GAO report from 2010 found that USDA inspectors were not enforcing the Humane 

Slaughter Act consistently, in many cases not stopping the line even though such action was 

warranted.  The GAO also found that that USDA did not have a comprehensive strategy for 

enforcing the Humane Slaughter Act, did not keep adequate records about inspection funding 

and staffing, and did not outline goals or needed resources.
103

 

At the Grocery Store 

 When buying meat at the grocery store, consumers are faced with a bewildering array of 

food labels and certification programs.  Unless one does a fair amount of research, it's impossible 

to know what conditions the animals are kept in and how humanely they are raised.   

 Conventional pork producers follow the Pork Quality Assurance Plus (PQA Plus) 

standards of the National Pork Board, the quasigovernmental body responsible for overseeing the 

provision of consumer information, performing industry-related research, and promoting pork as 

a food product.  Headquartered in Des Moines, Iowa, the National Pork Board was established 

under the terms of the Pork Promotion, Research and Consumer Information Act of 1985 and is 

funded by the pork checkoff program under which all pork producers pay $0.40 per $100 of 

value when pigs are sold.
104

  Smithfield says on its corporate social responsibility site that its 
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goal is 100 percent certification under the PQA Plus program at all its company-owned and 

contract farms.
105

  However, the 144-page PQA Plus manual contains little discussion of animal 

welfare.  The first seven chapters are entirely about medication, antibiotics, and drugs, with one 

chapter on feed.  Only two chapters totaling 30 pages deal with animal welfare, but they contain 

only general principles, with no specific guidelines on issues like access to outdoors, bedding, 

gestation and farrowing crates, weaning ages, tail docking, and castration.  Presumably, these 

activities are left up to each individual producer.
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 Consumers might expect that organic certification includes guidelines for animal care, 

and it does include some.  These standards are set and overseen by the USDA's National Organic 

Program.  Producers are not allowed to use antibiotics, and they must provide organic feed and 

access to the outdoors; however, daily grazing in pasture is required only for ruminants such as 

cows and sheep with multiple areas of the stomach that provide bacterial digestion of food.  Pigs, 

like humans, have a simple stomach and are not ruminants.  Housing and space are not specified 

beyond requiring conditions that allow for exercise and freedom of movement.  Physical 

alterations such as tail docking and teeth clipping are allowed.
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 Several organizations have provided voluntary humane certification programs beyond the 

standards of either the Pork Board or National Organic Program.  These include the American 

Humane Association; Humane Farm Animal Care, endorsed by 36 humane organizations 

including the American Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Animals and Humane Society of the 

United States; Animal Welfare Institute; and Global Animal Partnership.  The World Society for 

the Protection of Animals' "Eat Humane" website explains these programs, as well as other 

phrases often used on supermarket labels.
108

  However, each program has detailed standards for 

each species that can vary widely, so one has to look them all up separately to know how the 

animals are kept.  For example, the American Humane Association program allows gestation 

crates while none of the others do, and only the Animal Welfare Institute requires a large space 
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for loafing.  To make matters more confusing, the American Humane Association program is 

referred to as Humane Certified, while Humane Farm Animal Care's program is called Certified 

Humane.  Table 1 at the end of this report lists selected pork standards in all six programs.  

The Pork Industry 

 The story of the pork industry is one of consolidation led by Smithfield Foods.  One way 

to measure industry consolidation is to look at CR4 statistics -- the percentage of the market 

controlled by its largest four companies.  For pork, that number has increased steadily from 37 

percent in 1987 to 66 percent in 2007.  The top four companies for pork packing and pork 

production are listed below; Smithfield is at the top of both lists, and in the case of production, 

has more sows than the other three combined.
109

   

Pork Packers 

Company Daily capacity 

Smithfield 
Foods 

102,900 

Tyson Foods 72,800 

Swift and Co.  46,000 

Cargill 36,000 

 

Pork Production 

Company Number of 
sows in 2007 

Smithfield Foods 1,200,115 

Triumph Foods 399,800 

Seaboard Corp. 213,600 

Iowa Select Farms 150,000 

Vertical integration, which Smithfield pioneered for the hog industry but which is also practiced 

by Tyson and Cargill, has allowed these few large corporations to take over the market.  Besides 

the 27 million hogs that Smithfield processed at its packing plants in 2007, it also raised 20 

million of its own, and it exerts considerable indirect control through contracts with growers. 

This enormous market share allows Smithfield and other agribusiness giants to squeeze prices to 

small, independent pig farmers.  This gives them a choice: they can either increase the size of 

their herd considerably in an effort to recoup in volume what they are losing on price, or they can 

go out of business -- get big or get out.
110

   

 These dynamics have sharply reduced the number of pig farmers across the country.  In 

Iowa, the number of hog farms went from 59,000 in 1978 to 10,000 in 2002, an 83 percent drop.  
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During this same period, the number of hogs raised every year went from 19.9 million to 26.7 

million, meaning that the average number of pigs per farm went from 250 to 1500.  Production 

that was once spread across the state is now concentrated in just a few counties.
111

  And in North 

Carolina, the number of hog farms went from 15,000 in 1986 to 2,300 in 2006, while the number 

of hogs farmed went 2 million in 1992 to 10 million in 1998.  While North Carolina was ranked 

seventh in the nation in hog farming in 1980, it was second only to Iowa in 2002, with most of 

the industry concentrated in four southeastern counties.
112

  The flip side of this story is 

Smithfield's unique record of growth.  Through vertical integration and contract farming the 

company grew more than 1000 percent between 1990 and 2005.  In 1997 it was the nation's 

seventh-largest pork producer, but by 1999 it was the largest, killing one of every four pigs sold 

in the United States.  Smithfield clusters its farms around its slaughterhouses, including the 

world's largest in Tar Heel, N.C. 
113

 

 One way the pork industry has been able to get so large is through wielding its 

considerable political influence.  Smithfield has long made contributions to politicians in states 

where its hog farms reside.  In 1995, it gave $100,000 to Virginia Gov. George Allen's campaign 

while it was attempting to persuade the state to reduce a large regulatory fine.  In North Carolina 

in 1998, it spent $1 million to help defeat state legislators who wanted to phases out open-pit 

manure lagoons.
114

  In its 1995 Pulitzer Prize-winning series "Boss Hog," the Raleigh News and 

Observer explored how the pork industry's political connections paved the way for lax 

regulations and industry consolidation in North Carolina.  Among the state's politicians were 

U.S. Sen. Lauch Faircloth, a wealthy hog farmer who led the Senate subcommittee on the 

environment; Gov. Jim Hunt, top recipient of contributions from hog farmer Wendell Murphy; 

N.C. Rep. John Nichols, contract hog farmer for Murphy who chaired the House environmental 

committee; N.C. Sen. Charles Albertson, top recipient of pork industry contributions who 
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chaired the Senate environmental committee; and Murphy himself, a Democratic state senator 

and the nation's top pork producer before his company was bought by Smithfield. 
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 Murphy was particularly important figure during his 10 years in the North Carolina state 

legislature in the 1980s and early 1990s.  Among the laws he sponsored or helped to pass were: 

 A 1991 law that defined large hog operations as family farms, thus preventing counties 

from using their zoning authority to deal with odor.   

 A bill that gutted state penalties for illegal discharges of hog waste into streams.  A later 

amendment restored some state authority. 

 Laws exempting the sale of materials and equipment to build large hog operations from 

the state sales tax.  Just one bank said it had made $100 million in hog farm loans.
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 Also helpful to the pork industry's growth have been subsidies, both direct and indirect.  

Indirectly, the pork industry benefits from subsidies to corn and soy growers.  Corn and soy 

make up most of what's given to pigs as animal feed in confinement operations, and feed is a 

farmer's largest variable cost.  Through government subsidies to corn and soy, the pork industry 

has been able to pay much lower prices for feed, saving considerable money.  Elanor Starmer 

and Timothy A. Wise of the Global Development and Environment Institute at Tufts University 

found that due to government subsidies from 1997 to 2005, the price of feed was 26 percent 

lower than what it cost to produce, saving industrial hog farms $947 million per year and 

bringing operating costs down by 15 percent.
117

  Total savings for the pork industry was $8.5 

billion.  The top four hog producers saved $4.3 billion on feed during those nine years. 

Smithfield alone saved $2.54 billion.  Savings to industrial hog, broiler, egg, dairy, and cattle 

operations overall totaled nearly $35 billion over nine years, or $3.9 billion per year.
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 Industrial hog operations also receive direct subsidies.  Perhaps the single largest direct 

subsidy to CAFOs on the national level is the Environmental Quality Incentives Program 

(EQIP), administered by the USDA's Natural Resources Conservation Service.  Launched as part 
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of the 1885 farm bill, EQIP provided subsidies to help small farmers prevent or address 

environmental harm.  CAFOs, defined 1,000 animal units, which for swine means 2,500 animals, 

were specifically excluded.  However, in 2002, the program changed dramatically.  The payment 

limit was raised from $50,000 to $450,000 per project, and total program funding rose from $400 

million in 2002 to $1.36 billion in 2007.  Sixty percent of funding was designated for animal 

operations, and selection criteria was changed from the most cost-efficient applicants to 

applicants with the greatest pollution potential -- making CAFOs a major recipient.
119

  Doug 

Gurian-Sherman of the Union of Concerned Scientists estimates that CAFOs overall received 

$100 million a year in EQIP subsidies between 2002 and 2006,  and $125 million in 2007.
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Elanor Starmer in a report to the Campaign for Family Farms and the Environment estimates that 

1,000 dairy and hog operations received at least $35 million per year between 2003 and 2007.  

Although industrial hog operations comprise only 10.7 percent of all hog operations nationally, 

Starmer found they received 37 percent of all EQIP contracts to the hog sector. By contrast, mid-

sized hog farms that represent 15 percent of all operations received only 5.4 percent of EQIP hog 

contracts.  In Plymouth County, Iowa, one of the top hog producing counties in the nation, the 

average EQIP contract for waste storage was $89,174, more than twice the national average.
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 A third contributor to the pork industry's growth has been the lack of regulatory 

oversight.  On the federal level, weak regulations from the Environmental Protection Agency has 

been particularly notable.  In 2003, the EPA issued a revised Clean Water Act regulation for 

CAFOs after being under court order to do so since 1997.  Waterkeeper Alliance challenged the 

rule in 2005 because it allowed information about nutrient management for manure waste to be 

kept secret.  In response, the EPA issued a new even weaker regulation allowing CAFOs to self-

certify that they do not intend to discharge pollutants.  No inspections of CAFOs are required, 

and no notifications of certifications must be issued.  Anytime a CAFO spills waste, it can 

simply recertify that problems had been addressed.  The EPA also entered into an agreement 
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allowing CAFOs to avoid meeting requirements of the Clean Air Act, as well as Superfund and 

Community Right-to-Know legislation, pending a study of CAFO air emissions.
122

  In 2008 the 

Government Accounting Office issued a report that concluded the EPA does not know how 

much air and water pollution from CAFOs are harming human health because they have never 

measured the amount of pollution CAFOs are discharging.  Neither the EPA nor the USDA had 

data on the number, size and location of CAFOs or the amount of pollution discharged.
123

 

Externalities 

 Smithfield is the largest pork producer in the world with more than $12.2 billion in sales 

and over $1 billion in profits in 2011.
124

  But neither Smithfield nor other pork giants such as 

Tyson, Cargill, Triumph or Seaboard, would be nearly so profitable if they did not externalize 

numerous costs.  These include costs to animal welfare, workers, the environment, public health, 

and rural communities.  This section will explore some of these costs. 

 Animal Welfare 

 Of all the parties that pay a high cost for the operation of industrial hog farms, no one 

bears the cost more directly than the animals themselves.  Chief among welfare problems is the 

gestation crate.  According to Bernard Rollin, professor of philosophy and animal science and 

university bioethicist at Colorado State, virtually every expert sees the intensive confinement of 

pregnant sows as the industry's major welfare problem.  "Unquestionably, such systems have 

produced large volumes of pork at reasonable prices," Rollin says, but "the costs to the animal in 

terms of its telos is considerable."
125

  Most obviously, animals evolved with bones and muscles 

need the opportunity to use them.  Physical health concerns include foot and leg problems, 

reduced muscle mass and bone strength, urinary tract infections, and increased mortality rates.
126

  

Closely related with the inability to move is the barren environment and lack of stimulation.  

Given the complex behaviors and intelligence that sows display in natural settings, in crates they 
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are subject to profound boredom and frustration.  This inability to express natural behavior can 

result in abnormal behavior such as bar biting and, unresponsiveness, or aggression.  

 Piglet welfare is also a problem.  Rollin discusses three areas in which intensive 

confinement operations compromise welfare: tail docking, castration, and early weaning.  Tail 

docking is done to prevent tail biting, which once begun spreads to other parts of the body.  The 

victim gradually stops reacting in learned helplessness, and severe infection can ensue.  Rather 

than mutilating the animal in response to a human-caused problem, Rollin argues, producers 

should change the environment.  Tail biting doesn't occur in less crowded conditions where 

piglets can get away; even in confinement, producers could group animals that tail bite together, 

as they don't engage in this behavior in such groups.  Castration is done without anesthetic and is 

clearly painful, Rollin says.  It is done to eliminate boar taint to the meat, but because boars 

reach market weight before they reach sexual maturity, Rollin sees no reason to do it, especially 

because a phermone test for boar taint is available. Early weaning causes problems like attempts 

to suck on walls, bars and other piglets.  The stress of being weaned at three weeks as opposed to 

12 weeks in nature is compounded by the move to the nursery. Rollin says this can be 

ameliorated by mixing groups of early weaned pigs in the farrowing crate.
127

 

 In December 2010, the Humane Society of the United States conducted an undercover 

investigation at a Smithfield farm in Waverly, Va.  The investigator documented sows biting the 

bars of gestation crates so incessantly that blood from their mouths coated the front of the crate.  

Sows also suffered open pressure sores and injuries from metal protruding from the crates.  No 

veterinarians visited the facility in a month, and one  barn manager cut open a basketball-sized 

abscess on a pig's neck with an unsterilized razor.  Employees jabbed a lame pig with gate rods 

to get her to move, while another pig was thrown into a dumpster alive.
128

 In response Smithfield 

conducted its own investigation, eventually firing three workers while defending its animal 

welfare standards.
129

  In November 2011, the HSUS filed a complaint with the Securities and 
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Exchange Commission alleging that Smithfield makes false claims about its animal welfare and 

environmental standards in its video series Taking the Mystery out of Pork Production.  

According to the complaint, the videos make false claims that Smithfield provides animals with 

"ideal" living conditions where "every need is met," as well about organic agriculture and the 

company's use of antibiotics.
130

  In response, Smithfield said the videos do not misrepresent the 

facts, animal care is one of its highest priorities, and it still plans to phase out gestation crates.
131

 

 Workers 

 Pork industry workers also pay a price to produce massive amounts of cheap food, 

particularly in the slaughterhouse.  In 2004, Human Rights Watch published a report based on 

interviews with workers at three slaughter plants, including the Smithfield plant in Tar Heel, 

N.C.  The author of the report, Lance Compa, teaches labor law at Cornell University and 

interviewed many workers at the Smithfield plant.  He called what was happening there "a 

modern-day version of The Jungle."
132

  Although turning a 250-pound pig into supermarket cuts 

and fast-food tenders is by nature demanding physical labor in bloody conditions, the report said, 

slaughterhouse workers faced more than hard work in tough settings: 

Employers put workers at predictable risk of serious physical injury even though the 

means to avoid such injury are known and feasible. They frustrate workers' efforts to 

obtain compensation for workplace injuries when they occur. They crush workers' self-

organizing efforts and rights of association. They exploit the perceived vulnerability of a 

predominantly immigrant labor force in many of their work sites. These are not 

occasional lapses by employers paying insufficient attention to modern human resources 

management policies. These are systematic human rights violations embedded in meat 

and poultry industry employment.
133

 

 

 Detailed in the report is Smithfield's extensive efforts to keep workers in the slaughter 

plant from joining the United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW) union.  Workers had 

sought to unionize since the plant opened in 1992.  The union lost elections in 1994 and 1997.  

After the 1997 election, the National Labor Relations Board issued a complaint, meaning that its 

investigation showed reasonable cause to believe workers' rights had been violated. The case 
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went to a 10-month trial before an administrative law judge in 1998.  The judge reviewed 

documents and heard testimony from all parties before issuing a 442-page decision in 2000. 

 Among the witnesses was Sherri Bufkin, a supervisor in the laundry department who 

testified that company officials directed her to find out who on her staff supported unionizing 

and get back to them.  Disciplinary rules were to be applied harshly to union supporters, who 

would also be denied opportunities for overtime.  Bufkin was instructed to fire one union 

supporter who had no record of disciplinary action.  When she refused, management fired the 

worker anyway.  Smithfield also required Latino workers to attend mandatory meetings in which 

they were told that unions cannot do anything about line speed or wages, and that employees 

who strike will lose everything.  These were followed up with one-on-one meetings between 

supervisors and employees in which employees were told that if they joined a union, they would 

be fired.  During the 1997 election, Smithfield's director of security, also a local deputy sheriff, 

supervised 24 full-time security guards at the plant.  On election day, he patrolled the plant with 

his sheriff's badge, department radio, handcuffs, pepper spray, and a gun. In addition, local 

police turned out in force on the road leading to the plant where union advocates were attempting 

to distribute flyers.  One company manager told a union representative: "I want to make sure 

you're there for a real ass-whipping. We're going to beat you ... And we've got something special 

in mind for you."  According to Human Rights Watch: 

The manager's "something special" was an orchestrated assault on and arrest of union 

supporters. Several dozen Smithfield managers and supervisors packed the small 

cafeteria where NLRB agents counted the ballots. When it became clear that the union 

was going to lose the election, these company officials began taunting the union election 

observers and supporters with racial epithets. When final results were announced, the 

large management contingent, joined by security guards and by local police officers, 

began pushing union supporters toward the door out of the cafeteria. Police beat, maced, 

handcuffed and arrested supporters of the organizing campaign.
134

 

 

 In his decision, the NLRB judge detailed massive abuse against workers trying to 

unionize.  Based on the evidence, the judge found that Smithfield illegally:  
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 threatened to discharge union supporters and to close the plant if workers chose union 

representation; 

 threatened to call the INS to report immigrant workers if workers chose union 

representation; 

 threatened the use of violence against workers engaged in organizing activities; 

 threatened to blacklist workers who supported the union; 

 harassed, intimidated, and coerced workers who supported the union; 

 disciplined, suspended, and fired many workers because of their support for the union; 

 spied on workers engaged in lawful union activities; 

 asked workers to spy on other workers' union activity;  

 grilled workers about other workers' union activities;  

 suppressed workers' right to freely discuss the union in non-work areas on non-work time 

and to demonstrate support for the union at work by wearing unobtrusive union insignia; 

 confiscated lawful union literature being lawfully distributed by workers; 

 applied a gag rule against union supporters while giving union opponents free rein;  

 applied work rules strictly against union supporters but not against union opponents. 
135

 

 

 

 The judge ordered that a new election take place at a neutral site, but Smithfield appealed 

the decision.  Then from 2000 to 2005 the company gained "special police agency" status for its 

security force under North Carolina state law, which empowers private entities to employ 

security officers with public police powers such as carrying weapons and making arrests.  

Smithfield claimed it needed the force to protect valuable equipment and machinery.  Workers 

interviewed by Human Rights Watch said it was to guard against union activity.  In 2003, the 

police arrested contract employees on a night shift cleaning crew who had walked out to protest 

the dismissal of coworkers.  The regional office of the NLRB investigated and found that the 

Smithfield police force had physically assaulted employees exercising their rights; threatened 

employees with arrest by federal immigration authorities; and falsely arrested employees 

exercising their rights.
136

  In 2006, the U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals upheld the original NLRB 

trial judge's decision.  In response, while denying any wrongdoing, Smithfield decided not to 

appeal again and agreed to comply with the NLRB's directives to ensure a fair vote.
137

  During 

2007, the union campaigned for a boycott of Smithfield Foods, which Smithfield countered by 

filing a RICO lawsuit against the UCFW.  Under court supervision in 2008, the two parties 
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reached an agreement in which the union dropped its boycott campaign while Smithfield 

dropped its lawsuit.  A new election was held, and the union won by 2,041 votes to 1,879.138 

 Environment 

 The vast amount of waste and manure created by industrial hog operations is one of their 

most important external costs.  Scientific studies in the 1990s showed that as many as half the 

manure lagoon leaked waste into ground water, while liquid manure sprayed onto fields was 

running off into streams and rivers because the land could not absorb it all.
139

  Lagoons are also 

prone to failure.  In North Carolina over a span of four years, Smithfield lagoons spilled 2 

million gallons of liquid hog manure into the Cape Fear River, 1.5 million gallons into its 

Persimmon Branch, 1 million gallons into the Trent River, and 200,000 gallons into Turkey 

Creek.  In 1997, the EPA fined Smithfield $12.6 million -- its third-largest fine ever -- for 6,900 

violations of the Clean Water Act in Virginia.  The amount equaled 0.35 percent of Smithfield's 

sales that year.
140

  In 1999, Murphy Family Farms spilled 2 million gallons of hog manure into 

North Carolina's Duplin County creek.  Farm operators blamed vandals, but an investigation 

showed the spill happened after a contractor left the site while pumping waste into a backup 

lagoon.
141

  The largest spill in corporate hog farm history took place in June 1995, when a 

120,000-square-foot lagoon at Ocean View Farms in Onslow County, N.C., broke, sending 25 

million gallons of hog waste into the New River -- over twice the volume of the Exxon Valdez 

oil spill.
142

 Ten million fish were killed, and the state had to close 364,000 acres of fishing and 

recreational waters.
143

  A dense, noxious plume of waste took three months to travel 22 miles, 

triggering toxic algae blooms and causing a $4 million loss to the recreational fishing industry.
144

   

 Spills are not the only way in which manure lagoons send millions of gallons of untreated 

hog waste into rivers and waterways.  In 1996, Hurricane Bertha hit North Carolina, causing 1.8 

million gallons of waste to overflow from a lagoon in Craven County. Three months later, 

Hurricane Fran caused the Cape Fear River to rise, flooding several nearby lagoons.  In 
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September 1999, Hurricane Dennis brought eight inches of rain to the state, flooding several 

lagoons.  A week later, Hurricane Floyd, a Category 4 storm, brought 22 inches of rain to the 

North Carolina coast, triggering the worst-case scenario experts had been warning about for 

years.
145

  More than 50 hog manure lagoons were flooded out, washing 120,000 million gallons 

of untreated hog waste was washed into the Tar, Neuse, Roanoke, Pamlico, New, and Cape Fear 

Rivers.  At least 30,000 pigs drowned, some found miles from their cages.
146

 In the aftermath, 

Neuse Riverkeeper Rick Dove flew over the eastern North Carolina coastline taking photos and 

videos to document the damage.  His photos can be found at Dove Imaging online.
147

 

 In 1997, North Carolina passed a moratorium on the construction of farms with more 

than 250 hogs and the expansion of existing large hog farms in the state.  This moratorium was 

renewed in 1997 and 2004.  In 2000, Smithfield entered into an agreement with N.C. Attorney 

General Mike Easley to fund the development of environmentally superior technologies (ESTs) 

as alternatives to the open-pit lagoon and spray system that covered the eastern part of the 

state.
148

  Researchers at North Carolina State University received $17.1 million to conduct the 

research.  In 2006, the researchers released a report outlining five alternative hog waste 

management systems.
149

  These technologies were more expensive than the lagoon and spray 

systems, but researchers estimated the hog industry would shrink by only 12 percent if it paid to 

adopt the technology.  Smithfield, however, said no.
150

  Instead, in 2007, the state adopted a 

voluntary Lagoon Conversion Program in which taxpayers will pay CAFOs up to 90 percent of 

the costs for adopting less-polluting alternatives to lagoon and spray systems.
151

 

 Public Health 

 Public health is among the most discussed costs of industrial pork operations.  Continual 

feeding of subtherapeutic antibiotics to animals has been found to promote the rise of antibiotic-

resistant bacteria, and the declining effectiveness of antibiotics is now considered a public health 

crisis.
152

  In 2003, the American Public Health Association issued a policy statement calling for a 
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moratorium on new CAFOs in the United States because, among other reasons, "the emerging 

scientific consensus is that antibiotics given to food animals contribute to antibiotic resistance 

transmitted to humans."
153

  The World Health Organization has also recommended that "in the 

absence of a public health safety evaluation, governments should terminate or rapidly phase out 

the use of antimicrobials for growth promotion if they are also used for treatment of humans."
154

 

In 2010, the Food and Drug Administration recommended that meat producers limit use of 

antibiotics in food animals only to when they are medically necessary to treat disease, and use 

them only under the oversight of a veterinarian.
155

  

 Several studies have shown that antibiotic resistance has contributed to the spread of 

MRSA -- methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus -- in both pigs and the people who tend 

them.  One study of a pig farm in the Netherlands found the same strain of MRSA in 8 of 10 pigs 

as well as three family members who owned the farm and three people who worked there.
156

  In 

Ontario, researchers who collected samples from pigs and people on 285 farms found MRSA on 

45 percent of the farms, infecting 25 percent of the people and 20 percent of the pigs.
157

  And 

researchers who took samples on two different production systems in Iowa and Illinois found 

MRSA in 49 percent of the pigs and 45 percent of the workers.
158

  MRSA killed more than 

18,000 people in U.S. hospitals in 2005, more than died from AIDS.
159

   

 When antibiotics are not used in food production, bacterial resistance drops.  This has 

been documented in Denmark, which began restricting the use of nontherapeutic antibiotics in 

food animals 1998.  One 2001 study found steep declines in bacteria resistance to four important 

antibiotics -- avilamycin, erythromycin, vancomycin, and virginiamycin -- in samples from 

Danish pigs and chickens.
160

  A report by the Pew Charitable Trusts in 2009 found that the 

Danish ban "reduced human health risk without significantly harming animal health or farmers’ 

incomes."
161

  Pig farmers in Denmark had to make minor adjustments in husbandry such as more 
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frequent cleaning, improved ventilation, later weaning, and additional space for animals.  Yet 

swine production in Denmark has increased by 47 percent since 1992.
162

 

 Rural Communities 

 The rise of large scale industrial farming has meant the decline of family farms.  In North 

Carolina alone, 27,000 independent hog farmers have been replaced by 2,200 hog factories, 

1,600 of which are operated by Smithfield.
163

  By design, industrial meat operations use as little 

labor as possible.  Most of the basic tasks on the farm such as providing feed and water are 

mechanized.  The few jobs that CAFOs do create are unskilled and low wage, and often go to 

immigrants recruited at border stations rather than longtime residents of the community. CAFOs 

also do not contribute to local economies because they do not purchase goods and services from 

local businesses.  Companies like Smithfield that are vertically integrated buy necessities like 

feed, breeder animals and sperm for artificial insemination from their own suppliers and 

outsource construction jobs and materials to the cheapest bidders.
164

 

 One tangible way to measure the impact that CAFOs have had on rural communities is to 

examine property values.  Due to extensive air and water pollution, property values drop 

precipitously when CAFOs move in.  This means state and local agencies can collect less in 

property taxes, even as they are spending more in public funds.  For example, increased truck 

traffic to and from CAFOs raises the cost of maintaining roads, while water treatments costs can 

be substantial for communities downstream from CAFOs or drawing from polluted 

groundwater.
165

  Overall, economic growth was 55 percent slower in communities near industrial 

hog operations compared with communities near smaller hog operations.  Several studies have 

found lowered property values of 5 to 40 percent within three miles of industrial hog farms.
166

  

One study determined that each CAFO in Missouri has lowered property values in the 

surrounding community by a total of $2.68 million.  Multiplying this by the 9,900 CAFOs in the 

United States, the overall national drop in property values would total a loss of $26 billion.
167
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 Rural residents also pay for industrial hog farms with their health and welfare.  Neighbors 

of hog CAFOs told Niman they can no longer sit on their porches or hang their laundry outside 

because of the of the stench, which sometimes got so bad it would wake them up at night.
168

  

Public health problems have also been documented, as neighbors of swine CAFOs experience 

higher rates of respiratory symptoms such as coughing, wheezing, dizziness, and shortness of 

breath as compared to other rural residents. 
169

 Tracy Worchester, director of the documentary 

Pig Business, talked with hog CAFO neighbors in North Carolina.  "They came out and tested 

my water, and in a couple of days I got a letter telling me don't drink my water, don't bathe in my 

water, don't cook with it," Violet Branch said.  "There was flies on the side of the house, all 

around the door, and they were great big greasy looking flies.  I have been to the allergy clinic 

for my allergies from this, trying to breathe, and it makes my eyes run, makes my eyes puffy, 

makes my nose run, my throat sore."
170

  Kendall Thu attributes this lack of local control over 

local conditions to right-to-farm laws in all 50 states.  Enacted in the 1960s to protect family 

farmers from urban encroachment and nuisance lawsuits, they have been used by industrial farms 

to prevent local government and zoning boards from passing stricter regulations.
171

 

Moving Abroad 

 Although regulation of CAFOs in the United States has been practically non-existent in 

many cases, that has not been good enough for Smithfield.  "If you raise artificial barriers in this 

country, you're going to do what Iowa has done with their anti-corporate farming laws," CEO Joe 

Luter said in a 2000 interview. "They have pushed hog production out of Iowa to North Carolina, 

Missouri, Texas, Oklahoma and Utah.  We try to go to places where we can succeed. Some 

countries offer more opportunity than we see in the U.S. at this time."
172

  Chief among those 

countries has been Poland, where Smithfield bought the former state-owned packing company 

Animex in 1999, along with 21 former state-owned pig farms.  By 2003, Animex had six 

subsidiary companies, seven processing facilities, nine brands of meat, $338 million in earnings, 
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and by 2008, 600,000 Polish hog farmers lost jobs.
173

  Luter said he moved into Poland because 

grain and labor are cheap.  "I call it the Iowa of Europe," he said.
174

 

 In her 2009 documentary Pig Business, Tracy Worcester considers what the arrival of 

Smithfield has meant for Polish residents, particularly neighbors of the Smithfield farms.  

Financed by a $100 million loan from the European Bank of Reconstruction and Development, 

Smithfield converted the former state-owned farms to American-style industrial pig CAFOs and 

the slaughterhouses into efficient killing and disassembly machines.  Meanwhile, the Polish 

government changed the law to reclassify pig waste not as sewage but as fertilizer.  Predictably, 

the same things happened in Poland as occurred in North Carolina.  In 2003, a government report 

found that all 14 Smithfield farms inspected had violated environmental, construction, health, or 

veterinary regulations.  These included failures in disposal of waste, employee health and safety, 

and improper storage of dead animals.  Villagers near the farms complained of contaminated 

groundwater, fumes and odors, skin rashes and respiratory problems, and inedible fish. 
175

  A 

2004 report by the Helsinki Commission found that pollution from Smithfield operations in 

Poland was damaging its ecosystem.  Overapplication was universal, and farmers were piping 

untreated pig waste into Baltic Sea.
176

  In 2005 an undercover investigation by Compassion in 

World Farming documented dead pig and piglets floating in manure lagoons, extremely crowded 

and unsanitary conditions inside the sheds, and many sick or injured pigs.
177

   

 Smithfield has also recently moved into Romania.  In a visit arranged by a former U.S. 

ambassador, company executives made large cash contributions to the Romanian government 

while its lobbying firm opened an office in Bucharest.  At the time, small farmers produced 75 

percent of the country's pork.  Once Smithfield arrived, 100,000 of them began going out of 

business every year; within five years, 90 percent of independent pig farmers were gone, and 

Smithfield had become Romania's largest pork producer.
178
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Conclusion: Is it Ethical to Eat Pork? 

 Due to its enormous external costs, I believe it is not ethical to buy industrially produced 

pork.  Any one of the five areas of external cost -- poor animal welfare, violations of worker's 

rights, environmental pollution, public health dangers, and damage to rural communities -- 

would be enough reason to boycott.  The fact that these practices are not only legal but supported 

by federal, state and local governments is deeply disturbing. It speaks to systemic failures in our 

political system that cannot be addressed unless laws are passed severely limiting the role of 

money in politics.  Large corporations should not be able to buy the laws and politicians they 

need to wreak wholesale damage on animals, workers, the environment, public health, and local 

communities.  Yet in the United States, the Citizens United decision by the U.S. Supreme Court 

has codified the principle that corporations are people and money is speech.  Given the fact that 

corporate regulations and campaign cash were already lax before this decision, it is frightening to 

think how much more damage large agribusiness giants like Smithfield could do in the future. 

 One possible reason for hope is that after years of being attacked for its actions in these 

five areas, Smithfield may be evolving a new corporate culture.  Just this year it launched a new 

corporate social responsibility website in which it states its policies and goals in each area and 

monitors progress.
179

  It is possible that Smithfield began to turn around with the appointment of 

C. Larry Pope as CEO in 2006, after which the company began to make changes.  In 2007 it 

committed to phasing out the use of gestation crates.  In 2008 it reached an agreement with the 

union that allowed for workers at the Tar Heel plant to unionize and started the Helping Hungry 

Homes program to feed families in need.  In 2010, the company named its first chief 

sustainability officer.  While these moves cannot compensate for all the damage already done, 

particularly to public health, local communities, and the environment, it's a start.  Only time will 

tell whether Smithfield is making a sincere effort to be a responsible corporate player, or if it is 

simply trying to practice better public relations through greenwashing.   
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 However, as long as the Smithfield model relies on massive overproduction of cheap 

meat, I don't see how it can be sustainable.  Tens of millions of hogs simply produce more waste 

than can possibly be recycled back into the ecosystem, while the rampant overuse of antibiotics 

threatens human health.  Although unions will help curb the worst abuses, slaughterhouses will 

experience a 100 percent turnover rate as long as workers have to kill 32,000 pigs a day.  Nor 

would Smithfield shareholders be happy if the company experiences a drop in growth.  

Maintaining a steady state is not possible in an economy where companies must grow or die. 

 A much more ethical choice is pork from an independent farmer, preferably one whose 

farm has been certified by one of the humane labeling programs.  Of these, Animal Welfare 

Approved is the most stringent, and happily Niman Ranch requires its farmers to meet this 

certification.  Niman Ranch is not perfect -- it is unclear how its pigs are slaughtered -- but the 

pigs do lead a very happy life.  The other humane certification programs are helpful as well.  It 

would be interesting to see certification for the other external cost areas of pork production, such 

as a fair trade pork that certifies no workers were exploited.  Fortunately, certification in one area 

often indicates the farm does well in other areas too.  Unlike American Humane, which is 

favored by agribusiness, the Animal Welfare Institute does not certify industrial farms.  Small 

family farms cannot exploit large numbers of workers, do not pollute the environment, and make 

up the backbone of rural communities.  All of the humane certification programs restrict the use 

of antibiotics, while Animal Welfare Approved bans them entirely.  For these reasons, it is 

ethical to eat pork that has been certified as humane, especially if it has been certified by the 

Animal Welfare Institute.  However, one should eat such pork sparingly, considering not only its 

expense, but the effect of any animal agriculture on water supplies and climate change.  Due to 

its unsustainable nature, industrial meat production is not likely to continue unabated; meat 

supplies may drop even as the planet adds population.  For this reason, we all must lower 

consumption of meat, and choose humane sustainable sources when we eat it. 
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Table 1: Food Labeling Programs, Selected Pork Standards 

 PQA Plus180 Organic181 Humane 
Certified182 

Certified 
Humane183 

Animal Welfare 
Approved184 

5 Step Animal 
Welfare Rating185 

Who is behind it National Pork 
Board 

USDA American Humane 
Association 

Humane Farm 
Animal Care 

Animal Welfare 
Institute 

Global Animals 
Partnership, Whole 
Foods Market 

Enforcement/ 
verification 

No third party 
verification 

Third-party 
verified label 

Third-party 
verified humane 
certification 

Third-party 
verified humane 
certification 

Third-party 
verified humane 
certification 

Third-party verified 
humane 
certification 

Space required 
per animal 

Must be able to 
lie down fully on 
its side without 
having to lie on 
another pig and 
be able to easily 
stand back up 

Not addressed Up to 8.1 ft2 for 
growing pigs;  
20 ft2 for gestating 
sows; boars must 
be able to turn 
around 

Up to 9.1 ft2 for 
growing pigs; 37.6 
ft2 for gestating 
sows; boars must 
be able to turn 
around 

Sows: 32 ft2 
bedded area with 
32 ft2 loafing area; 
Boars: 64 ft2 
bedded area with 
86 ft2 loafing area 

Animals must be 
able to exercise, lie 
down, and move 
away from others; 
separate eating, 
lying, and dunging 
areas required 

Access to 
outdoors 

Not required Required Not required Not required Required Required at Step 3 

Access to straw or 
other materials 
for bedding or 
enrichment 

Not required Required Required, facilities 
permitting 

Required Required Required at Step 1 

Gestation crates Allowed Not addressed Allowed during 
first 35 days 

Not allowed Not allowed Not allowed 

Farrowing crates Allowed Not addressed 5 x 7 ft. minimum 6 x 8 ft. minimum Individual arc hut 
of 64 ft2, with 48 
ft2 loafing area 

Individual hut 6 x 8 
ft at Step 4 

Weaning age Not addressed Not addressed 21 days 28 days 6 weeks 28 days at Step 1 
35 days at Step 2 
42 days at Step 3-4 
56 days at Step 5 

Tail docking Not addressed Allowed Allowed Only under special 
circumstances 

Not allowed Allowed only for 
health and welfare 

Teeth clipping Not addressed Allowed Within 3 days Within 3 days Not allowed Not allowed 

Castration Not addressed Allowed Within 7 days Within 7 days Within 7 days Within 7 days for 
Steps 1-4; not 
allowed at Step 5 

Antibiotics Allowed Not allowed Therapeutic only Therapeutic only Not allowed Not allowed 
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