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Introduction 

On August 26, 1996, a ship in the Indian Ocean caught fire and sank, burning or drowning 67,488 

livestock; this event triggered a vital battle between animal welfare associations and the often inhumane 

livestock trade. During the 1990s, the UK was exporting roughly over 2 million animals per year to 

Europe, yet by 2012, annual export numbers had dropped significantly to around 55,000 animals only. 

Animals are moved for butchering, fattening, and reproductive purposes. However, Australia remains the 

biggest exporter of live animals, with 1,331,745 live cattle, 1,959,761 live sheep, and 89,145 live goats 

transported abroad for feeder or butcher purposes in 2015 alone. 

Nonetheless, the conditions within animal transporters vary. Animals can be confined to 

inadequate ventilation. In particular, a temperature adjustment is one of the foremost worries for 

associations like Compassion in World Farming (CIWF). There is a group of issues including neophobia, 

overloading animals (suffocation), nauseating transport movement, cruel treatment within ports, and 

illness. Hence, these journeys are often stressful and burdensome for animals. According to WorldAtlas, 

Australia, Canada, France, and Mexico are the 4 largest exporters of live cows in 2015 in terms of 

revenues. In 2015,  Australia also agreed on an arrangement to export livestock to China, opening a 

conceivably colossal market that could be worth up to US$ 1.5bn per year. Australia will be the first 

country to trade feeder and butcher cows to China. 

 Within different countries, guidelines are set up to promote animal welfare conditions while 

securing the jobs of transporters. The International Maritime Organization (IMO) explains that only fit and 

healthy animals should be loaded as cargo and managed. The Department for Environment, Food, and 

Rural Affairs in the UK outlines how farmers have a legal duty to guarantee their animals’ safety during 

transport by preventing unnecessary injury or suffering. Carriers must also have animal transport license 

for journeys lasting eight hours that include any species of animal that are a major source of revenue for 

the economy. Meanwhile, in Australia, the Australian Maritime Safety Authority requires that all exporters 

must be authorized by the administration through permits. Additionally, in New Zealand, the Ministry of 
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Primary Industries limits the transport of animals for slaughter unless exporters obtain an elusive 

“exclusion permit”. 

Animal-exporting countries have also published data regarding the prevalence of death among 

traded animals. According to the Australian Livestock Exporters' Council, in 2014, the normal death rate 

for cows from Australia was 0.12%, meaning 1 in every 804 traded cows died. During the 1980s and 

90s, that figure was at 2%-3%; this suggests that a significant improvement has been made in terms of 

animal transport conditions in Australia. However, many countries remain unable to maintain animal 

safety during transport. For example, in June 2015, The Jordan Times reported that a vessel going from 

Romania and conveying sheep was denied passage into Jordan after 40% of the creatures were 

discovered dead. In 2011, the horrendous footage acquired from an Indonesian slaughterhouse 

compelled the Australian Government to ban livestock exports to the country for 6 months. 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Livestock 

Livestock primarily encompasses cows, sheep, pigs, goats, horses, donkeys, and mules; 

however, other creatures, for example, bulls, llamas, or camels, may prevail in the agribusiness 

of different regions. By the 21st century, livestock made up more than one-ninth of all vertebrate 

populations. The mass of Earth's livestock, at around 110 million tons, is more than that of wild 

mammals, wild birds, and humans combined. 

Animal Welfare  

 Animal welfare refers to how an animal adapts to its surrounding conditions. An animal is 

in a decent condition of welfare if it is comfortable, healthy, safe, and nourished, and free from 

unpleasant mental and physical emotions such as agony, dread, and pain. Good animal welfare 

requires illness anticipation, veterinary treatment, safe housing, adequate nourishment, as well 

as humane handling and butchering. Overall, protecting an animal's welfare assistance implies 

accommodating its physical and mental needs. 

Fattening 

Cattle fattening is a livestock practice used to decrease the animals’ movement, resulting 

in the quick build-up of fat. “Fatter” animals are more valuable as they yield more meat and flavor. 

MV Ocean Drover 
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 In 2002, the MV Ocean Drover (formerly the MV Becrux) was built, and it is the world's 

largest animal transporter with advanced feed, water, and ventilation systems. The vessel is fit for 

shipping 75,000 sheep or 18,000 cows to significant business sectors around the world. The 

vessel completed its 100th journey in June 2010. It has visited ports in 17 different countries thus 

far.  

Compassion in World Farming (CIWF) 

Compassion in World Farming is a crusading and campaigning animal welfare 

organization. It campaigns against the live transport of animals, certain methods of butchering 

domesticated animals, and industrial facility farming (large-scale, intensive production of animals, 

often involving the harmful use of antibiotics in animals) as a whole.  

Ammonia 

Livestock on farms produces large quantities of compost that are processed into 

ammonia, a hazardous substance for the climate that diminishes biodiversity. Ammonia gas can 

disintegrate at high temperatures forming combustible hydrogen and toxic nitrogen dioxide. It is a 

compressed and corrosive gas that can lead to explosions and toxicity hazards which are harmful 

to the lungs, eyes, and skin. 

Neophobia 

Neophobia (becoming accustomed to a different climate and environment) is the fear of 

new foods and which causes animals to ingest just little amounts of nourishment. If new foods 

are satisfactory in quality and do not harbor the risk of disease, they may be served to animals to 

build the diversity of their food intake. 

Background Information 

Live export of animals involves a great number of sheep and cattle over the oceans every year; 

however, this type of trade is tormented by old and substandard ships that are a danger to animal 

welfare. Livestock transport is a key prospect of the multibillion-dollar livestock industry for Australia, 

Europe, and South America. In 2017, nearly 2 billion animals worth US$ 21bn were exchanged by sea. 

One of the world's biggest animal exporters, situated in Australia, Livestock Export Companies, uses 

cargo ship transporters or former freight ships, instead of purpose-built vessels that can fulfill higher 

standards of animal welfare. The greatest danger to worldwide livestock transportation is old ships. They 

have substandard equipment and livestock facilities and they are more inclined to accidents and 

breakdowns. Queen Hind, a 40-year-old vessel, which was owned by Romanian company MGM Marine, 

was capsized in November 2019 while carrying a total of 14,000 sheep, out of which only 180 survived. 
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The major issue was that often, vessels were not built to transport livestock – these are merely 

converted to facilitate livestock transportation. In the 1980s, computerized tracking systems were built for 

129 animal transporters recorded as dynamic on at least one marine site. The animal transport fleet is 

probably recorded as the oldest sector in the worldwide exporting fleet via ship with a normal vessel age 

of 38 years of age. In comparison, the average age of a container ship is merely 13 years. Given that 

around 80% of all animal transporters are converted from old roll-on, roll-off (RoRo) vessels which were 

initially intended for wheeled cargo, the overall investment in the sector is lower than other modes of 

seaborne transportation. The Dutch shipping company “Vroon” owns an auxiliary livestock express 

recognized as the "world's largest independent seaborne live animal transporter", with a 13 purpose-built 

vessel fleet. Around a large portion of its ships have a gross weight of 10,241 tons and can carry more 

than 4,600 live animals. Converting old vessels into live animal transporters implies cutting costs while 

potentially jeopardizing animal safety and well being. Past examples demonstrate that such cost-saving 

practices may lead to cruel consequences that undermine animal welfare. 

Compromising Animal Welfare 

Common health risks among livestock at sea are heat stress, fatigue, injuries, overcrowding, and 

the spread of disease. Numerous veterinarians have recounted cattle forced to stand on hard concrete 

or metal floors for up to 40 days on average. They also reported injured animals left untreated and a 

shockingly high number of cases of death due to dehydration. The animals are not built to adapt to these 

conditions. The long time spent traveling by sea makes it critical for ships to be well-adjusted for animals 

to ensure their well-being and welfare by providing necessities of food, water, and adequate shelter. 

Major health problems in long-distance transport include the risk of dehydration and disease among 

animals due to highly humid and dirty conditions.  

Mortality Rates of Livestock 

Most mortality figures in the export of livestock are inaccessible in the Southern hemisphere as 

most nations, besides Australia and New Zealand, do not require them to be publicly announced. The 

International Maritime Organization, however, requires an examination of casualties at the sea if this 

involves death or injury of a crew member or livestock or serious harm to the marine ecosystem or the 

ship. For Europe, the main accessible mortality figures are from media reports such as the previously 

discussed report from the Jordan Times. A veterinary investigation at port found that it was not a 

sickness that caused the high death rate, but rather an inability to provide sufficient food or water to the 

livestock on the eight-day journey. Countless livestock-conveying ships are likewise cruising with 

impunity despite poor reputations for transport wellbeing. Out of the 129 active livestock vessels in the 

world, 52 are blacklisted by Paris Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) on Port State Control, a port-
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review body that directs more than 17,000 investigations on ships around the globe each year. 

Furthermore, 10 of the organizations that claim or oversee converted vessels built before 1975 are listed 

as "low or extremely low-performing" by the European Maritime Shipping Agency. 

European Union Welfare Laws 

The EU exports more than three million animals to non-EU countries every year to forego surplus 

livestock, most of which are sheep or cows. There is a great demand for live animals, mainly for dairy or 

meat production in Egypt, Syria, Libya, Lebanon, Israel, and the surrounding Maghreb countries. The 

animals are being transported in trucks from all over the EU to designated EU ports. Animals are then 

shipped to non-member countries from this port. This includes weeks and days of transportation for 

animals on ships with catastrophic conditions. In the countries mentioned, animals are then slaughtered 

with extreme methods without prior stunning which violate EU animal welfare laws. Stunning is the 

process of rendering animals unconscious, without killing the animal immediately before slaughtering 

them for food. Since 2015, investigations in the ports of Rasa (Croatia), Koper (Slovenia), Tarragona, 

and Cartagena (Spain) showed disastrous findings: animal transports were neither sufficiently regulated 

nor sanctioned.  

Key Considerations Relating to the Management of Livestock 

Winged farm animals can attempt to escape if somebody approaches nearer than a precise 

distance. This essential distance, the “flight zone”, varies among species and people of a similar species, 

and depends upon previous contact with humans. Tamed animals have a smaller flight zone compared 

to wild animals whose flight zones can reach up to one meter or several meters. Animal handlers ought 

to avoid intruding the flight zone which can compromise the welfare of winged animals by causing panic, 

aggression, or attempted escape. Animal handlers should also use the purpose of balance at the 

animal’s shoulder to maneuver animals. Farm animals have a limited vision due to restricted forward 

visual modality and poor perception of depth. This implies that they can see objects and movements in 

their peripheral view, but they can only focus on objects directly ahead. Domesticated farm animals can 

also hear a larger variety of frequencies than humans and are a lot of sensitive to higher frequencies. 

They incline to be afraid of constant loud noises which can cause panic and stress. Sensitivity to such 

noises ought to be taken under consideration once handling animals. 
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by Temple Grandin, Dept. of Animal Science, Colorado State University 

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA) 

 New CFIA rules for transporting farm animals and poultry came into effect in February 2020. The 

overhaul was required to better align North American nations with international standards, shopper 

expectations, and ever-changing technology. Technologically, CFIA transport, and consumer 

expectations are evolving. Recently, the agency’s consultants were tasked with revising four hundred 

scientific articles on the newest science and analysis into animal welfare – the first of its kind since 1977. 

The CFIA is currently less prescriptive and very outcome-based. In essence, the CFIA involves itself in 

ensuring the welfare of animals during transport by directly collaborating with farmers, transporters, and 

handlers. It also provides information for farmers and transporters regarding risk factors and appropriate 

animal living conditions such as adequate area and headroom, weather protection, ventilation, and basic 

https://www.grandin.com/behaviour/principles/flight.zone.html
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feeding information (e.g. replenishing food and water supplies every 28 hours and 24 hours, 

respectively). In cases of non-compliance, inspectors can first provide a warning and supply information 

regarding the new standards. However, the agency reserves the right to enforce sanctions wherever 

animal welfare is severely compromised.  

Another significant modification is the introduction of a new plan to mandate a shared 

responsibility between farmers and transporters for the welfare of the animals throughout transport. A 

limitation of CFIA before was its inability to subject responsibility of animal welfare to farms. Now, if an 

issue occurs, farms will be tracked and held liable for managing and producing livestock below health 

standards.  

 

 

Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA) 

Farm animals are transported between Australia and different properties, markets, feedlots, 

slaughterhouses, and ports. A number of these journeys may involve distances of thousands of 

kilometers over many days. Most land transport uses purposeful trucks, though some rail transport is 

also used. Transport is challenging for domestic animals and may cause suffering and death. 

Transportation aspects may affect animal welfare due to separation from familiar social groups and 

environments, water and food deprivation, forced interaction with unknown animals, unfamiliar handling 

by humans, exposure to extreme temperatures, and overcrowding and humidity, among others. 

The RSPCA believes that animal transport should avoid injury and minimize suffering or distress 

to the utmost degree. Journey times should be as short as possible and slaughter of animals should only 

occur in designated areas. Special care is required throughout the transport of animals who are in poor 

conditions such as drought, and transport of calves. Calves are typically transported for slaughter before 

they reach five days of age. Hence, due to their young age, they are significantly vulnerable to stress 

and injury during transport. 

The Australian Animal Welfare Standards and pointers – Land Transport of Livestock has been 

developed and aims to ensure that basic animal welfare necessities are met throughout the 

transportation process. They apply to the most important livestock products in Australia such as cattle, 

horses, poultry, sheep, pigs. These standards also encompass all stages of the transport process: 

assembling, preparation, loading, transport, and unloading of livestock. As a contributor to the 

transportation standards, the RSPCA lobbied for enhancements in the transport process for farm 

animals, particularly the manner animals are handled, the conditions on-board vehicles, and, therefore, 

the extent to which animals are supplied with water and rest throughout the process. 
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Compassion in World Farming (CIWF) 

 CIWF was supported in 1967 in European nations due to the fear of intensive plant farming. 

Intensive farming includes farming practices like using fertilizers and pesticides and keeping animals 

indoors. This may increase food production but side effects also arise, such as; Increased risk of several 

diseases and a low-quality product. Over the past fifty years, the organization has taken a stand against 

this farming system; it is devoted to reforming an unethical food and farming system and replacing it with 

a more humane one. 

CIWF strives to determine the best method to promote animal welfare. Driven against cruelty, it is 

focused on ending factory farming – a large-scale industrial operation that raises thousands of animals 

for food and treats them with hormones and antibiotics to prevent diseases and increase growth rates. It 

pollutes the environment and the available drinking water and harms the welfare of animals. It is an 

unsustainable method of animal livestock and affects animal welfare. CIWF is mobilizing a growing 

movement of ordinary consumers to campaign for welfare policy changes by governments and 

corporations to put an end to factory farming since political reform generates changes in general 

business practices. CIWF engages with all of the problems related to factory farming, as well as the 

threats that it poses to the environment, human health, and wildlife; it works with specialist organizations 

in these connected fields. Overall, the organization aims to convert, rather than coerce, food firms into 

recognizing the necessity for change.  CIWF recommends reducing world consumption of meat, dairy 

farms, and eggs, and instead, allocating resources to more plant-based and humanely-produced animal 

products. 

International Maritime Organization 

The IMO is a global organization with the responsibility of ensuring the protection and security of 

shipping as well as regulating the pollution caused by ships. IMO is a specialized agency of the UN with 

standard-setting authority over the environmental performance, security, and safety of international 

shipping. The main goal for the International Maritime Organization is to balance the framework for 

effective shipping businesses and ensure that it is universally implemented and adopted. This approach 

also encourages innovation and efficiency within the industry. 80% of world trade is conducted through 

international shipping. Hence, through the IMO, member states and the shipping industry alike may 

collaborate towards enabling sustainable globalization and economic growth. The promotion of 

sustainable shipping and maritime development is one of the main priorities of IMO within the returning 

years. It is actively working towards the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (SDG 15)  set to be 

accomplished by 2030. In particular, the IMO is focused on SDG14 (Sustainable Development Goal 14 - 

Life Below Water)  but the organization’s work can also be linked to other SDGs as well. The IMO’s 
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development and implementation of global standards regarding energy efficiency, new technology and 

innovation, maritime education and training, maritime security, maritime traffic management, and 

maritime infrastructure will outline its commitment to a sustainable and green global maritime 

transportation system. 

  

Timeline of Events 

Date Description of event 

July 2010 

 

In July 2010, 1,914 sheep died due to heat stress on a voyage from Portland, 

USA to the Middle East. Further, 527 more sheep on the same ship died during 

transport from Adelaide, Australia to the Middle East. In total 2,572 sheep died 

on this ship.  

 

June 2011 

 

 

703 sheep died on a journey between Qatar, Kuwait, and Bahrain because of 

heat stress, lack of nourishment, exhaustion, and enteritis (the inflammation of 

the intestines due to diarrhea). 

 

 

August 2011 

 

67,000 Australian sheep were left stranded for more than a week on the MV Al 

Messilah at the Adelaide Port before being off-loaded and reloaded onto 

another vessel and exported to the Middle East. 

 

August 2013 

 

4,179 sheep died from heat stress while exported to Qatar and the UAE. 3,180 

of these deaths happened on Day 21 of the journey when the ship encountered 

extreme weather conditions. 

 

February 2014  

 

While on a journey to the Middle East, over 1,495 Australian sheep and 162 

cattle died. Allegedly, mechanical issues and a change of feed are the reasons 

behind such deaths.  

 

December 2015 

 

The MV Ocean Outback breaks down near Perth, Australia where 13,000 sheep 

and cattle on board were forced to endure the searing Australian summer for 

over a week while repairs were undertaken on the stranded vessel.  
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April 2016 

 

During the export to Mexico, 155 cattle died due to Bovine Respiratory Disease 

(BRD). 

 

July 2016  

 

Over 3,027 sheep perish aboard the MV Al Messilah en route to Qatar, Kuwait, 

UAE, and Oman. The extremely hot and humid weather was the cause of these 

deaths. 

 

April 2017 

 

During the export to Darussalam and Sarawak, Brunei, 95 cattle died due to the 

ineffective non-slip floor in a new livestock ship. 

 

1 August 2017 

 

 

 

February 2020 

2,400 sheep perish aboard the Awassi Express en route to Qatar, Kuwait, and 

the UAE again, due to the heat stress and humid weather.   

 

New Candian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA)  rules for transporting farm 

animals and poultry. 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

 There are a few resolutions that specifically target the issue detailed in this research report. 

These are some resolutions that address the general issue of improving livestock by sea. 

● Food problems, 19 December 1983 (A/RES/38/158) 

● International Year of Camelids, 2024, 20 December 2017 (A/RES/72/210) 

 

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 

 By 2050, the utilization of animal protein will increase by 66%, especially in developing countries, 

putting a strain on the planet's natural resources. Most demands are met by large-scale intensive 

farming. Nonetheless, large-scale livestock is a concern because of negative ecological effects, for 

example, groundwater contamination and greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. This can cause incurable 

diseases. There are three different ways to accomplish animal welfare, which include reducing pollution 

levels from GHGs and waste, reducing water and grain needed for livestock, and reusing agri-industrial 

by-products (oat grain processing, oilseed extraction, bottling works, malt creation, leafy foods handling) 

from livestock. One of the principle challenges the livestock business faces is keeping animals healthy 
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as production is increasing, since the danger of diseases, for example, COVID-19, represents an 

immediate health threat to animal populations as well as human consumers. 

Possible Solutions 

Reinforcing the Responsibility and Expertise of Livestock Workers 

A sufficient number of trained and motivated experts proficient in livestock care and management 

is needed to maintain animal wellbeing and welfare by guaranteeing that the physical, health, and social 

needs of animals are met. Livestock workers ought not to be cruel by consistently preventing inflicting 

agony, suffering, or pain to animals. They should also be skilled at handling, preventing, and treating 

illnesses and diseases, and caring for sick animals with minimal aggression. Information on the typical 

conduct and capacity of livestock is paramount, and workers must perceive early indications of infirmity, 

injury, malady, or misery and the associated medicines required for treatment.  

Measures to Safely Ship Livestock 

Facilities for loading, shipping and unloading of livestock should be designed, developed, and 

maintained to enable proper treatment of animals and limit risk of injuries. When catching, loading, 

unloading, or moving livestock, electric prods should not be used. Animals should be neither too loosely 

nor too tightly loaded to avoid the risk of excessive movement or overcrowding which may result in injury 

and the spread of disease. Animals should also be provided with adequate ventilation to prevent 

exposure to extremely hot or cold conditions. Livestock export time should be minimized whenever 

possible, and adequate amounts of food and water should be provided for feeding.  Animals may face 

injuries during the journey, and if this occurs, they should receive immediate veterinary attention and 

treatment.  

Most livestock live in herds and follow a leader by instinct. Animal species that are seemingly 

hostile to one another must not be mixed in a confined space. The need for some animals to manage 

their personal area ought to be taken under consideration in designing loading and unloading facilities, 

transport vessels, and shipping containers.  
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Appendices 

I. https://www.oie.int/fileadmin/Home/eng/Health_standards/tahc/current/chapitre_aw_sea_transpt.

pdf (Transport of Animals by Sea) 

This PDF is descriptive and useful as it outlines animal behavior and flight zone techniques. 

II. https://www.animalsaustralia.org/features/two-live-export-ships-past-year-capsized-sea-

destroying-animal-human-lives.php (Two live export ships have capsized at sea in the 

past year, destroying animal and human lives) 

This website is descriptive in explaining the capsization of Two ships killing the lives of animals 

and humans. 

III. https://assets.ciwf.org/media/7432824/ciwf_strategic-plan-revise18-lr2.pdf (Compassion in 

World Farming) 

https://www.animal-welfare-foundation.org/en/projects/animal-transport/live-exports-by-sea
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https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/corporate-report/2020/04/fawc-opinion-on-the-welfare-of-animals-during-transport-sg-response/documents/fawc-opinion-on-the-welfare-of-animals-during-transport/fawc-opinion-on-the-welfare-of-animals-during-transport/govscot%3Adocument/FAWC%2BOpinion%2Bon%2Bthe%2BWelfare%2Bof%2BAnimals%2Bduring%2BTransport%2B05042019.pdf
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This PDF is important because it gives detailed information about the CIWF and the measures 

they have taken to improve animal welfare. 

IV. https://scar-europe.org/images/CWG-SAP/BLE_CASA_STUDY.pdf (Drivers of Change and 

development in the EU livestock Market)  

This PDF is a case study providing an in-depth analysis of animal welfare and animal shipment to 

predict the future. 

V. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7401645/ (Review of Livestock Welfare 

Indicators for the Australian Live Export Industry) 

This website provides information about animal welfare constraints and measures taken by the 

LEI. 

https://scar-europe.org/images/CWG-SAP/BLE_CASA_STUDY.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7401645/

