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Abstract

This paper explores the market for food products derived from cattle, chickens and pigs that are considered to have had a welfare-friendlier life. Welfare-friendly claims hold considerable ambiguity in meaning since there is no precise definition of what better ‘animal welfare’ means in practice. However, despite this ambiguity there are numbers of animals that are being made into food products which carry labelling that suggests higher animal welfare, and in addition many animals or parts of animals which experience the same living standards but which don’t ever get labelled to suggest welfare-friendliness. 

Through the development of an ‘economy of qualities’ (Callon et al 2002) within the food market there have been a number of private initiatives by major retailers, farmers’ cooperatives, independent standard bodies, manufacturing brands within the UK which has supported the development of a market for ‘welfare-friendly’ food products. How do these organisations work together to realise the economic potential through product labelling or corporate branding of meat/dairy or egg products from welfare-friendly production practices? Or in other words, by what mechanisms do some bodies or body-products of animals attain, retain or lose power as welfare-friendly as they move through the different organised spaces of the supply chain?
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Introduction

There is a growing market for products that carry animal welfare-friendly packaging description. In this paper we discuss how a welfare-friendly product is achieved through critically thinking about the process by which a thing, an animal body, becomes labelled as a welfare-friendly product. We work with a socio-material (Latour 1993, Whatmore 2002, Murdoch 2006) and socio-technical (Stassart and Whatmore 2003) network approach to understand how relations are assembled around the body; the processes of transformation that occur to the body, as society mobilises it, and circulates it, through socio-material networks; and how its welfare-friendliness becomes a socio-technical achievement. As it moves through these networks different practices and different socio-technical devices instil different qualities to the body. For example, the beef steer through the stunning and slaughtering processes in the abattoir becomes a dead animal’s body. The process of evisceration (through the practices of removing the animals’ skin, head, bodily organs and spinal cord) transforms the dead animal’s body into that of a meat carcass. The practical inspection of the Meat and Livestock Commission gives the meat carcass a stamp, a mark that facilitates its movement into the human food chain as meat. The event of an animal’s body becoming meat carcass is one of many stages of transformation in the agro-food network. Importantly, it is material qualities of the animal’s body that affords the potential for the movement of flesh as meat between different actors in the spaces between food’s production, retailing and consumption.

We focus upon three devices where the practices that surround these devices become key in the assembling of a product carrying a welfare-friendly slogan or packet-description on the supermarket shelf. The first device is the quality assurance scheme and specifically those farms that are members of a quality assurance scheme. Second is the retailers brand, specifically how variety in brand values reflects differing engagements with concerns about farm animal welfare. Third is the process of category-segmentation, specifically the strategic position of welfare-friendly claims (a higher value product attribute) within a product category that often includes retailer own-brand and manufacturer brand products. 

For the consumer, animal welfare as an attribute of meat is always a mediated presence. It is the different modes of this mediation that this paper pursues through studying key sites of transformation for the animal becoming welfare-friendly meat. 

“all quality is achieved at the end of a process of qualification, and all qualification aims to establish a constellation of characteristics stabilized at least for a while, which are attached to the product and transform it temporarily into a tradable good in the market” Callon (2002:199)

Animal welfare, as an implicit (i.e. not identifiable through sensory perceptions) quality of meat, can therefore only emerge through a series of qualifications. This has to be reliably assessed so assurance can be given that the animals experienced a better quality life. In our analysis we discuss the complexity by which animal welfare, as a quality, is co-constructed by multiple, not-necessarily-economic actors. We consider how they work together to assemble the marketing potential through product labelling or corporate branding of meat/dairy or egg products from welfare-friendly production practices?

What we will show is that we are witnessing an assemblage of properties, devices and practices that are facilitating this process. 

A socio-material, socio-technical approach

The study of the market for animal welfare-friendly products would be severely limited if the animal’s body was to be taken out of the analytical process, since it is the living animal, the dead body of the animal as meat, and the stories of the represented animal on product packaging that is a significant figure in this network. Therefore, this study of what lies in the spaces between a farm animal‘s experience within a particular production system, and the eating practices of a reflexive consumer who has chosen a welfare-friendlier meat product will trace the body of the animal becoming welfare-friendly product as a socio-technical achievement. This approach sympathises with the body of work that seeks to break down the modernist binary division between studies of nature and studies of society, by taking a hybrid geographical approach (Whatmore 2002). Also, it aims to study as closely, the activities of the material, fleshy, bodies of the animal (alive, dead or re-presented as living through welfare-claims), as the practices of society that circulate and mobilise the materiality of the animal’s body or body-parts or body-product and the stabilising activities of socio-technical devices. 

In this section we will reflect briefly on what are the benefits from taking a socio-material networked approach to agro-food studies, as opposed to the supply-chain or value-chain analytical approach that often dominates studies of retailing activities. The supply-chain approach (see Fearne et al 2001) does not facilitate a detailed analysis of how different retailing cultures exist which complexify the process of product manufacture between farm and retailer; it focuses on a rather analytically, limiting uni-directional, functional, logistical movement of the product down the supply chain. The values-chain literature has merits in its ability to identify how values are built-up through the chain and thus takes a wider view through including a greater number of actors that are significant to the manufacture of a product. The major criticism of both approaches is that they do not work closely with, nor appreciate the materiality of the thing, which in the case of food is a plant or animal that places its own limits and constraints on human activities in agro-food networks. They do not ask questions about how the plant or animal becomes enrolled in the agro-food network; nor ask which processes and practices are crucial to their transformation into a packaged product on the supermarket shelf, which may occur outside of the process of adding value. Agro-food networks have particular characteristics which are contingent to working with processes of life and death, even with substantial manipulation by humans into rates of growth, selective-breeding for body conformation etc. 

A body of work by Callon et al (2002), which studies both the function and the organisation of markets does attend more closely to the socio-technical activities and the reflexive activity of the market. This work is useful to this study because even though it does not engage fully with living processes it does outline clearly the process of transformation and the role of qualification in organising the supply and demand of products. What this study hopes to add to this work is recognition for the bodies of sentient animals which are central to the development of a market for welfare-friendly foodstuffs within the context of socio-technical devices in the market and the reflexive organisational activities of the market.

Socio-technical devices: Quality assurance schemes 

The food safety act of 1990 in the UK accelerated the development of farm assurance schemes (FAS). FAS provided a way for large retailers to gain some control over the supply chain, or to at least be able to monitor it through traceability and auditing (Lindgreen and Hingley 2003). Farm assurance when communicated to consumers becomes a Quality assurance schemes (QAS). QAS was a tool for putting in place many of the desired characteristics of a product that are not discernible by visual inspection (FAWC 2005). Suppliers could provide that information through their membership of a scheme. QAS exist for different production systems. Assured Food standards is the largest QAS in the UK, owned by the industry, and covers all major sectors of the livestock and dairy industry in the UK. Its standards for animal welfare are above the minimum national legal requirements. Their growth in membership is due to the pressure from the large multiple retailers (notably not the food service industry) who are in large, nearly unanimous numbers, choosing to buy only from assured farms. This QAS is communicated to consumers through the use of a logo. Products carrying this logo carried welfare-friendly claims (Roe et al 2005). This is in a context where this industry standard has been criticized for trumpeting its animal welfare credentials – mainly vis-à-vis imported products from countries with lower legal requirements on animal welfare. 

As well as industry standards, other organizations, in particular NGOs have realized the potential of setting their own standards in order to develop alternative production systems, using their brand image and the trust felt by consumers to position themselves as mediators of quality. RSPCA set up the Freedom Food standard in the early 1990s with the express goal of improving the lives of as many farm animals as possible; as expected products where found with welfare-friendly claims carrying this logo. The standards are based on the FAWCs 5 freedoms and aim to introduce higher levels of animal welfare than the ‘base’ schemes as represented by AFS. Additionally, there are a number of organic production quality assurance schemes. The Soil Association is the largest organic certification body and the largest organic charity body in the UK. Animal welfare features prominently both in the standards and the marketing of the Soil Association brand:

“No system of farming has higher animal welfare standards than organic farms working to Soil Association standards.” (Certification News No. 53 Spring/Summer 2005).
As the furore that followed this claim by the Soil Association testifies, animal welfare standards and their certification are not simply ‘objective, value neutral science’ (Hanataki et al pers. comm.). Of note from the empirical evidence is that the number of products found that carried both the logo and welfare-friendly claims was disproportionate to the number of farms that are a member of the scheme. The AFS scheme logo was found on only a very small number of products carrying welfare-claims, which surprisingly was also true of the Freedom Food logo. However, in contrast the organic logo was found on a number of products carrying welfare-claims. 

The farm on which an animal lives is assessed for membership of an assurance scheme. The validating of the farm by the socio-technical device of a scheme inspection allows the animal’s body to become sold as meat in selected markets. Yet, the communication tool of the QAS in the form of logos is used on packaging in a selection of instances where they also accompany welfare-friendly claims. Thus though the device of a QAS is appreciated as the mechanism on farm for increasing welfare of animals, its use as a communication tool to consumers appears intermittent due to the power of the retailers to decide on packaging design and information. 

Socio-technical devices: Retailer brand values 

The ‘brand’ is becoming the dominant ‘mediation’ between the public and food and animal science when eating livestock-based products. Significantly, the corporate social responsibility aspirations of the major retailers now includes animal welfare, and thus animal welfare is becoming part of the package of values included in the Corporate Brand (Friedberg 2004). Animal welfare, is a dimension of farming and food quality standards, is usually included as part of the list of things which one places trust in when one purchases meat (Allaire 2005). The trust in the brand displaces a need to have trust in the meat. This shift in responsibility for safety and quality of the food sector has coincided with the inexorable growth of the market share the major retailers hold (Thankappan and Flynn 2006). Along with this growth and increasingly fierce inter-firm competition, has come increased scrutiny of their practices and their products; they have become more accountable on issues such as environmental impact, worker welfare and animal welfare (Hanataki et al pers. comm): 

“the supermarkets occupy a powerful position in Britain's food supply, but one that has subjected them to intense scrutiny and criticism, and the perilous, ever-present possibility of a tarnished brand” (Freidberg 2004:521). 

Animal welfare as an ethical concern is defined through the province of the media (the voice of the people) and civil society movements like non-governmental organisations.

It is these civil movements that have demanded supermarkets to respond to calls for ethical sourcing (Friedberg 2004). Not all retailers are promoting their animal welfare concerns and action as strongly as others. This reflects different target consumers that the retailer brand is orientated towards. Thus depending upon where the body of animal is eventually sold may affect whether it gains a market credential as being welfare-friendly through the fickleness of a retailer’s brand values.

Socio-technical devices: Category segmentation.

The corporate retailers segment and differentiate product lines based on a complex process of category segmentation. Category segmentation describes how a category has a range of products with different values and accompanying packaging strategy that orientates itself in various ways between concern for the price, care for the self placed towards a personal health and personal political/ethical angle, through to care for others including for example ‘humans’ by fair trade, ‘animals’ by animal welfare and ‘plants (or more generally ‘the environment’) by sustainable farming practice like organic. These differentiating factors are found on products within different quality bands simply put as ‘good’, ‘better’ and ‘best’.
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