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Animal welfare:
the inside story

By Jane Cardillo
he stories of caring and commitment she hears almost
daily are what make Susan Church most proud of
Alberta’s livestock producers.

Asmanager of the Alberta Farm Animal Care Associa-
tion (AFAC), Church is privy to countless tales of farm-
ers who go the extra distance to keep their animals safe,
healthy and content.

There are the ranchers who make sure their cattle are
sheltered from extreme weather, or the chicken producers
greeted by a chorus of coos from alert, well-cared-for birds
when they step into their egg-laying facilities.

“That’s everyday life,” says Church who has managed
the association since it was founded in 1993 by Alberta’s
livestock producers. “Humanely caring for our animals is
an every-day, all-day-long priority, but it’s a duty as well.
It’s a priority, a duty —and it’s a responsibility.”

That responsibility has propelled AFACto the forefront
of humane animal care.

At a time when the quality of life of farm animals is on
the minds of many consumers, AFACisleading the way in
ensuring responsible care among livestock producers.

One of the association’s duties is to monitor and partici-
pate in issues and legislation that affect animal care.

“In North America, only a few places have acts, leg-
islation, follow-up and enforcement as good as it is in
Alberta,” says Church. “Alberta’s livestock industry has
tremendous input into that.”

AFAC was the first livestock organization to form a
working partnership with a provincial humane society,
the Alberta SPCA. Alberta Agriculture and Food is also
a partner of this umbrella group called the Alberta Live-
stock Protection System.

“It’s important for consumers to understand that the
industry is not going to tolerate animal neglect or abuse,”
Church says. “Not only have we pushed for these strong
laws, we will not defend people who don’t look after ani-
mals properly.”

As Church tours the province, talking with producers
and industry officials and speaking at agricultural schools,

she is bolstered by the human element she often sees and
hears of in the livestock industry.

“We’re treating our animals with respect and dignity,”
she says. “We talk about herds and flocks, but it’s the care
of each animal that’s important. It’s ensuring the needs of
each animal are met.”

One way those needs are met is through research. AFAC
plays an instrumental role in keeping livestock producers
informed about the latest data aimed at bettering the lives
of their animals.

The association routinely brings in noted farm animal
researchers from around the world to talk to the province’s
livestock organizations. “Animals don’t talk like they do
in the movies, so we need researchers to figure out their
wants and needs,” says Church.

She points to information her association has on its web-
site about the large community of researchers dedicated to
giving farm animals a good life, such as Temple Grandin.

Grandin, arenowned American scientist who specializes
inlow-stress cattle handling, is one of them. It was standing
room only recently when Dr. Grandin visited some rural
Alberta communities, says Church. The auditoriums were
packed with producers, many of whom had long ago incor-
porated Grandin’s techniques on their farm operations.

“One farmer stood up and said, ‘Dr. Grandin, I came
to your talk 20 years ago and you told me to only fill my
sorting pens half full. It was the hardest practice for me
to change ..,” ” Church recounts. The man went on to say
it was some of the best advice he’d ever received to help
improve how he handles his cattle. “Twenty years later
and he’s back to hear her again,” says Church.

People like that rancher are representative of the many
dedicated livestock producers in the province, whose phi-
losophy is one of continuous improvement, says Church.

“Every day we’re always learning just from practical
experiences, common sense,” she says. “Layer that with
advances in veterinary medicine, better technology and
then science on top of that. We’re always learning.”

For more information on AFAC visit their website
atwww.afac.ab.ca. s
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