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IN NOVEMBER 2008, AS THE NATION ELECTS 
a new president, California voters may also 
choose to ban three of agribusiness’ most 
controversial confi nement systems—veal 
crates for calves, gestation crates for pregnant 
pigs, and battery cages for egg-laying hens—in 
their state by 2015. If the Prevention of Farm 
Animal Cruelty Act makes it onto the ballot and 
wins more than 50 percent of the vote, it will 
set a new precedent for animal protection by 
improving the lives of more farmed animals 
than any voter initiative in US history, while 
making California the fi rst state to outlaw 
battery cages.

Every year, factory farms in California 
confi ne nearly 20,000 breeding sows in 
two-foot-wide gestation crates that prevent 
them from even turning around during their 
four-month-long pregnancies. They also 
condemn approximately 19 million egg-laying 
hens for their entire lives to battery cages that 
provide less area for each chicken than an 

8½-by-11-inch sheet of paper. Proponents of 
the initiative maintain that these standard 
agricultural practices are not only inhumane, 
but also out of step with the sentiments held by 
most Americans. 

To prove this, the Humane Society of the 
United States (HSUS)—which, along with 
Farm Sanctuary, is leading the effort to put 
this proposition before the voters—conducted 
extensive public opinion polling before 
commencing with the campaign. The 
organization’s research found that 
about seven out of 10 California voters 
support banning veal crates, gestation 
crates, and battery cages in their state.
Paul Shapiro, senior director of HSUS’ Factory 
Farming Campaign, believes the measure 
will pass because “The vast majority of 
Californians—vegan, vegetarian, or meat-
eater—agree that giving animals raised for 
food enough room to turn around and extend 
their limbs is a very modest request. There’s 

the

A California ballot measure 
could end the three worst 
factory-farming abuses in 
the nation’s top agricultural 
state. By Mat Thomas

Taking



Initiative

Jan+Feb 2008 vegnews.com VegNews 31

sure to be a well-funded misinformation 
campaign from animal agribusiness, but voters 
are not going to be fooled, especially as they 
learn more about these abuses.”

California currently has no veal 
producers, but a number of farms in the 
state already produce cage-free eggs and 
raise breeding sows without gestation 
crates for the burgeoning niche market of 
“compassionate omnivores.” Hens raised 
in cageless conditions typically live entirely 
indoors, but have two to three times as much 
space per bird as their intensively confi ned 
counterparts, and can engage in natural 
behaviors that are denied to battery-cage 

chickens (like walking, spreading their wings, 
and laying their eggs in nests). Pork producers 
who eschew gestation crates generally use 
a group housing system for pregnant pigs, 
allowing them at least enough space to turn 
around and walk. 

However, not every animal advocate 
is convinced that improving conditions 
for farmed animals is necessarily in 
their best long-term interests. Lee Hall, 
legal director for Friends of Animals and 
author of Dining With Friends: The Art of North 
American Vegan Cuisine, questions whether 
husbandry campaigns truly cultivate respect 
for animals or merely reinforce their status 
as commodities. “Across the planet, animal 
agribusiness is on the rise,” Hall says. “If not 
from vegetarian activists, where can global 
society fi nd a coherent message? Steadfast 
support for the movement to opt out of animal 
agribusiness would cultivate and strengthen 
genuine respect for animals and the ecology.”  

In contrast, Shapiro contends that, 
“Abolishing the worst factory-farming 
cruelties gains animals legal protections that 
they would not otherwise have and sets an 
important precedent. We know with certainty 
that billions of animals will be used for food 
production for some time to come, but we can 
reduce their suffering by banning the most 
intensive confi nement practices.” 

Californians for Humane Farms, the 
broad-based coalition behind the initiative, 
strategically chose the Golden State as the 
next front in the national battle against 

factory farming based on previous successes 
in other states. Using the ballot initiative 
strategy, animal advocates banned 
gestation crates in Florida in 2002, and 
gestation and veal crates in Arizona in 
2006. Within months of the Arizona victory, 
the nation’s top pork producers announced 
they would phase out their use of gestation 
crates, and the American Veal Association 
advised its members to stop using veal 
crates. In addition, the Oregon legislature 
recently banned gestation crates in its state, 
and restaurant industry leaders—from fast 
food franchises like Burger King to gourmet 
standard-bearer Wolfgang Puck—are now also 

moving away from crated pork, as well as eggs 
from chickens in battery cages. 

Judging from the apparent aftershocks 
of the Florida and Arizona landslides, the 
repercussions of the Prevention of Farm 
Animal Cruelty Act will probably be felt well 
beyond California if it passes. “These historic 
initiatives tend to have a tailwind effect,” 
observes Shapiro, “banning cruelty not only in 
that particular state, but also creating ripples 
throughout the nation and the industry.” There 
are 23 other states that allow citizens to put 
ballot initiatives before the voters, so it seems 
likely that more of these animal protection 
measures will be introduced, particularly if the 
California proposition scores.  

And, of course, there is no guarantee 
that it will. Before the electorate gets to 
decide the matter, Californians for Humane 
Farms has to gather 650,000 signatures from 
registered California voters by late February 
to even get the initiative on the ballot. At 
press time, with just about three months to 
go before the submission deadline, they are 
well on their way toward reaching that goal 
with more than 50,000 petition signatures, but 
many more are needed. Those who wish to 
support the Prevention of Farm Animal Cruelty 
Act by gathering signatures or otherwise 
volunteering for the campaign can sign up and 
learn more at HumaneCalifornia.org. 

Mat Thomas pens NewsBeet in every edition 
of VegNews. Read more of his writing at 
animalrighter.org. 

Standard agricultural practices are not only 
inhumane, but also out of step with the sentiments 
held by most Americans.


