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abstract 

 

This paper critically examines the ethical implications of animal suffering in industrial farming and 

transport, focusing on the utilitarian justification of industrial agriculture and the failure of EU 

animal welfare regulations. Particular attention is given to Denmark’s role as one of Europe’s largest 

meat and dairy exporters, where so-called "high welfare" standards mask the reality of systemic 

cruelty. The paper argues that utilitarian ethics have enabled mass suffering by prioritizing 

economic efficiency over individual animal well-being. It calls for a shift toward rights-based and 

virtue ethics approaches and outlines concrete policy reforms to end the worst abuses in animal 

farming. Additionally, it highlights the impact of stress on animal health and the resulting unhealthy 

meat, making the case for more humane and sustainable farming practices.  

 

1. introduction 

 

1.1 The Ethical Dilemma of Industrial Animal Agriculture 

 

Industrial farming has led to the suffering of billions of animals worldwide. While modern societies 

claim to care about animal welfare, economic priorities and utilitarian logic have resulted in policies 

that allow extreme cruelty. This contradiction is evident in the European Union (EU), which has 

some of the world's strongest animal welfare laws but still permits factory farming and long-distance 

animal transport. As a major agricultural hub, Denmark epitomizes this dilemma. The country, 

despite claims of high welfare standards, is complicit in perpetuating animal suffering through its 

massive pig and dairy industries. Denmark slaughters over 32 million pigs annually, and millions 

of piglets are exported under horrific transport conditions. These animals endure severe suffering 

that is justified by economic concerns, pointing to a broader systemic failure in both Denmark and 

the EU.  

 

1.2 Denmark’s Role in Animal Suffering 

 

Denmark plays a significant role in perpetuating animal suffering due to its massive pig and dairy 

industries. The country is one of Europe’s largest meat exporters, particularly pork. Over 90% of 

pigs in Denmark are raised in factory farms, where routine mutilations, confinement, and inhumane 

transport are widespread. Despite claims of `high welfare` standards, the reality is that Denmark’s 

factory farms routinely violate animal welfare principles, and live animal exports exacerbate this 

suffering. Denmark’s exportation of millions of piglets annually to other European countries under 

poor transport conditions raises significant ethical concerns. The country, often viewed as a 

progressive player in animal welfare, paradoxically remains a key driver of factory farming practices 

across Europe.  
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1.3 Utilitarian Ethics and the Justification of 

Suffering 

 

This paper argues that utilitarian ethics have contributed to animal suffering by justifying mass 

cruelty in the name of maximizing overall benefit. The EU and Denmark’s policies reflect a `cost-

benefit approach`, where the suffering of individual animals is sacrificed for economic efficiency. 

Utilitarianism, which seeks to maximize the greatest good for the greatest number, has been used to 

defend practices that cause immense animal suffering. The paper explores how utilitarianism has 

justified intensive animal farming, why EU animal welfare laws fail to protect farm animals, and 

how Denmark’s role exacerbates these failures. It also argues for alternative ethical frameworks, 

such as rights-based ethics and virtue ethics, which could provide stronger protections for animals 

and a more compassionate approach to farming.  

2. Utilitarianism and the Moral 

Justification of Animal Suffering 

 

2.1 Jeremy Bentham and the Rise of Utilitarian 

Animal Ethics 

 

Jeremy Bentham’s utilitarianism, which emphasizes the capacity of animals to suffer rather than 

their rationality, laid the groundwork for considering animal welfare in moral reasoning. However, 

his framework also introduced the concept of **cost-benefit moral reasoning**, which later became 

the foundation for justifying industrial farming practices. Under this view, the suffering of animals 

in factory farms is often overlooked if it leads to economic benefits for society.  

2.2 Peter Singer’s Utilitarian Animal Welfare 

Perspective 

 

Peter Singer’s Animal Liberation` (1975) expanded upon Bentham’s ideas, arguing that 

`speciesism`—the belief that humans are morally superior to animals—is unjustifiable. However, 

Singer’s `preference utilitarianism` still permits some forms of `harmful exploitation`, as long as it 

results in a net gain in well-being. This logic has been used to justify factory farming, where the 

suffering of individual animals is tolerated for the greater economic benefit of society. This leads to 

moral compromises in the treatment of animals, where economic utility takes precedence over their 

intrinsic rights.  
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2.3 The Utilitarian Justification of Factory Farming 

 

Utilitarianism has been employed to defend intensive farming practices by suggesting that 

producing cheap animal products benefits the majority. This `cost-benefit approach` prioritizes 

economic efficiency over the welfare of individual animals. While the societal benefits may include 

affordable meat, the ethical costs—namely the suffering of animals in confined spaces, under 

stressful conditions, and through painful procedures—are justified on the grounds of greater 

societal good.  

3. The Reality of Factory Farming in the EU 

 

3.1 The Scale of Industrial Farming in Europe 

 

Over 70% of farmed animals in the EU are raised in factory farms, where they endure overcrowding, 

confinement, and routine mutilations. Despite the EU’s comprehensive animal welfare laws, these 

regulations are often poorly enforced, and the conditions in factory farms remain substandard. 

Moreover, the EU exports millions of live animals annually to countries with lower welfare 

standards, subjecting them to cruel conditions during transport, which results in unnecessary 

suffering and death.  

3.2 The Failure of EU Animal Welfare Regulations 

 

Despite the EU’s strong legal framework for animal welfare, factory farming practices persist, and 

enforcement is weak. Laws that are meant to ensure humane treatment of farm animals, such as 

those limiting the use of `enriched cages for hens` or `farrowing crates for pigs`, continue to allow 

practices that cause psychological and physical distress. Transport laws, which mandate rest, food, 

and water for animals on long journeys, are frequently violated, leading to suffering on an 

unimaginable scale. The EU’s failure to enforce these laws effectively allows the ongoing 

exploitation of animals, contributing to the continued `moral crisis` in industrial agriculture.  
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4. Denmark’s Role in Industrial Farming and 

Animal Transport 

 

4.1 Denmark’s Pig Industry: A System Built on 

Suffering 

 

Denmark is the largest pig meat exporter in the EU, with over 90% of pigs raised in factory farms. 

Practices such as `tail docking`, `castration without anesthesia`, and the `confinement of sows in 

crates` are widespread. These conditions are not just ethically questionable; they also lead to `poor 

animal health`, which directly affects the quality of the meat produced. In addition, `millions of 

piglets` are exported to other European countries each year, often under **horrific transport 

conditions**, exacerbating their suffering. 

 

4.2 The Brutality of Live Animal Transport in 

Denmark 

 

Denmark’s live export trade, which sees millions of piglets shipped to countries like Germany, 

Poland, and Italy, is a significant source of animal suffering. These animals are often transported in 

overcrowded conditions, where they are exposed to `extreme temperatures`, `dehydration`, and 

`physical injuries`. Despite EU regulations, `enforcement in Denmark is inadequate`, and violations 

are frequent. This failure to regulate transport conditions results in the unnecessary suffering and 

deaths of animals, highlighting Denmark’s complicity in perpetuating the crisis of factory farming. 

5. Ethical Alternatives to Utilitarianism in 

Animal Welfare 

 

5.1 Deontological Ethics  

 

A Rights-Based Approach and A rights-based approach, grounded in `Kantian ethics`, rejects the 

idea that animals can be treated as mere means to an end. Animals, as `sentient beings`, have 

`intrinsic value` and should not be used solely for human benefit. Under this framework, practices 

such as `factory farming`, `mutilations`, and `long-distance transport` would be banned, as they 

violate the basic rights of animals. Such an approach would shift the focus from economic utility to 

a more `compassionate and just system` that respects animal welfare. 
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5.2 Virtue Ethics  

 

Compassion as a Moral Imperative Virtue ethics, based on the philosophy of Aristotle, emphasizes 

the importance of `character and moral values` in ethical decision-making. In this context, a 

compassionate society would reject factory farming as inherently cruel. The moral character of a 

society is shaped by how it treats its most vulnerable members, including animals. Ethical farming 

practices would focus on sustainability, respect for animal well-being, and the cultivation of ̀ virtues` 

such as compassion and responsibility.  

 

6. Policy Recommendations 

 
Ending Factory Farming and Inhumane Transport 

 

• `Ban Long-Distance Animal Transport` - Limit transport times to 8 hours for all species. - 

End live exports to non-EU countries where animal welfare standards are weaker.  

• End Factory Farming in Denmark and the EU - Ban cages, crates, and mutilations such as tail 

docking. - Mandate free-range and pasture-based systems.  

• Stricter Enforcement of Welfare Laws - Increase inspections and impose real financial 

penalties for violations. - Hold corporations accountable for animal cruelty in their supply 

chains.  

• Shift Toward Plant-Based Alternatives - Redirect subsidies from intensive farming to plant-

based and lab-grown meat. - Implement policies to reduce meat consumption for 

sustainability and ethics.  

7. The Health Impact of Stress on Meat 

Quality 

 

A Case for Reform - Stress in farmed animals not only raises ethical concerns but also compromises 

the `healthiness of the meat` produced. Animals subjected to `chronic stress` produce `lower-quality 

meat`, which is tougher, drier, and more likely to harbor harmful bacteria. Stress hormones such as 

`cortisol` and `adrenaline` impair meat quality by increasing acidity and decreasing flavor. 

Additionally, stressed animals are more susceptible to infections, which can contaminate meat, 

posing `health risks` to consumers. The public health implications of factory farming cannot be 

ignored. Denmark, as a leading exporter, should embrace more humane farming practices, which 

would not only benefit animals but also produce `healthier, higher-quality meat`. 
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8. Conclusion 

 

The systematic cruelty of factory farming and long-distance transport is a moral failure that must be 

addressed. The utilitarian logic that justifies animal suffering in favor of economic gain cannot stand 

unchallenged. A rights-based and virtue ethics approach to animal welfare is crucial for ending 

factory farming and live exports. Denmark, as a leading exporter of animal products, has both the 

responsibility and the opportunity to lead the way in reforming the treatment of farm animals. By 

adopting policies that prioritize animal welfare, public health, and sustainability, Denmark can 

move toward a future where animals are treated with the dignity they deserve. --- This essay offers 

a thorough critique of the current practices and policies, highlighting the interconnectedness of 

animal welfare, public health, and ethical decision-making, making the case for a fundamental shift 

away from utilitarianism to more compassionate ethical frameworks. 

Sources 

 

Bentham, J. (1789) Utilitarianism and Animal Welfare  

Nussbaum, M. (2006). `Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, Species Membership. `  

Harvard University Press 

Regan, T. (1983 Ethical Alternatives to Utilitarianism -). 

The Case for Animal Rights. University of California Press 

Singer, P. (1975). `An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation. `  

Oxford University Press.   

Harper Collins `Animal Liberation`. 

The Reality of Factory Farming in the EU - Compassion in World Farming (2021). 

Factory Farming: A Global Environmental Threat. 

[https://www.ciwf.org.uk](https://www.ciwf.org.uk)  

Eurogroup for Animals (2022). 

The Failure of EU Farm Animal Welfare Laws. 

[https://www.eurogroupforanimals.org](https://www.eurogroupforanimals.org)  

Denmark’s Role in Industrial Farming- **Danish Agriculture & Food Council (2023). 

Danish Pig Production: Key Facts and Figures. 

https://www.ciwf.org.uk/
https://www.ciwf.org.uk/
https://www.eurogroupforanimals.org/
https://www.eurogroupforanimals.org/


9 
 

[https://agricultureandfood.dk](https://agricultureandfood.dk) - **Animal Protection 

Denmark (2021). 

Pig Welfare in Denmark: The Reality Behind High-Welfare Claims. 

[https://dyrenesbeskyttelse.dk](https://dyrenesbeskyttelse.dk) 

Live Animal Transport and Welfare Violations - European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) 

(2022). 

Welfare of Animals During Transport.  

[https://www.efsa.europa.eu](https://www.efsa.europa.eu) – 

Humane Society International (2020). Long-Distance Animal Transport in the EU: A Call for 

Reform. [https://www.hsi.org](https://www.hsi.org)  

https://agricultureandfood.dk/
https://agricultureandfood.dk/
https://dyrenesbeskyttelse.dk/
https://dyrenesbeskyttelse.dk/
https://www.efsa.europa.eu/
https://www.efsa.europa.eu/
https://www.hsi.org/
https://www.hsi.org/

