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By Jane Cardillo    

The stories of caring and commitment she hears almost 
daily are what make Susan Church most proud of 

Alberta’s livestock producers.
 As manager 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 AFAC to the forefront 
of humane animal care.

At a time when the quality of life of farm animals is on 
the minds of many consumers, AFAC is leading 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, a renowned American scientist who specializes 
in low-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 
at www.afac.ab.ca.

Animal welfare: 
the inside story

Celebrity Kitchen

University of Alberta professor Dr. Frank Robinson is the creator of this innovative and entertaining 
way of educating first-year university students about the importance of agricultural research.  

The program started when Frank challenged his Animal Science 200 students to find the answers to 
such curious questions as “How many gummi bears can you get from one cow?” Check here monthly 

for some of the science answers to questions you didn’t even know you had about agriculture.

What is 

‘There’s a Heifer 
in Your Tank’?

Question: Could a turkey drown in a rainstorm?

It's all about learning when you least expect it!

Turkeys have never been known for their smarts. In fact, a turkey’s brain accounts for only 2% 
of its body weight, putting it among the smallest of bird brains.

But are they really so dumb they could drown in a rainstorm?
Research suggests not. The respiratory system of the turkey produces a reflex that prevents 

the turkey from drinking too much water if it looks up at the sky and tries to gulp the rain. 
That doesn’t mean the turkey is free from danger though. Curious by nature, turkeys often 

put themselves in harm’s way, not only in a rainstorm. 
In Alberta, most commercial turkeys are raised in barns to prevent injuries and keep the flock 

warm and dry.
Interested in more turkey tidbits? Log on to the Alberta Turkey Producers website at www.

albertaturkey.com.  
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Susan Church is manager of the Alberta Farm Animal Care Association (AFAC).

The widening gap between urban and farming 
cultures which view animals in different lights 

is a challenge facing the livestock industry’s bid to 
address consumer perceptions, says a Florida re-
searcher who is studying the issue.

“You’re talking about two completely, diametri-
cally-opposed views of animals,” says Wes Jamison, 
who holds a PhD in agricultural politics. “The agri-
culture culture views the role of an animal as a com-
modity or as a product. You care for the animal of 
course, but that animal comes as a commodity or 
product.”

The non-agriculture culture sees things differently, 
said Jamison who is conducting his research at the 
University of Florida in Gainesville.

“The other side views the role of the animal as 

something more, like a companion or a surrogate 
child,” he says.

Classic agricultural ad campaigns focus on getting 
information about the industry out to the public, 
Jamison said. But they’re not always successful.

“(For example) ‘Why don’t the people in Edmon-
ton and Calgary understand what we do?’ And my 
theory is they can’t.”

Part of the problem, Jamison says, lies with people 
in big cities not being able to relate to what goes on 
in rural areas.

“What we’re talking about are two different cul-
tures – agriculture and non-agriculture, trying to 
communicate with each other,” Jamison says. “You 
can give them (urban dwellers) facts about farming, 
but agriculture is a culture. It’s a way of seeing the 

world as much as it is about a way of raising food and 
they don’t have that because they’ve never grown up 
there, they don’t see it.”

That clash of cultures makes the livestock indus-
try’s campaigns to promote itself that much harder, 
Jamison said. “One culture views it (the animal) as 
the centre of the plate and the other culture increas-
ingly views it as the centre of their lives.”

The issue is a thorny one, Jamison adds.
“One animal they want at the centre of their lives, 

a dog or cat, and they want another animal in the 
centre of their plate.

“Most consumers live with that quiet hypocrisy on 
a day-to-day basis.”

Wes Jamison was a guest speaker at the Alberta 
Pork annual general meeting in December, 2006. Wes Jamison was a guest speaker at the Alberta Pork annual general 

meeting in December.

Which came first - the chicken or the 
egg? Whoever knows the answer to that question 
is keeping their lips sealed, but you can learn all 
about one of nature’s perfect foods when you 

check out the “store” of this commodity website. 
Find the smart car picture and e-mail your answer 
to: info@whatsonyourplate.ca. 

Prize not exactly as illustrated

Get Smart
Win a one-year lease on a Smart car

about
For full contest details, visit whatsonyourplate.ca


