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Introduction
The Covid-19 pandemic has thrown the world into disarray. People are dying, markets are
collapsing, and economies are crumbling. But, as Albert Einstein once said, "In the midst of every
crisis, lies great opportunity." This crisis is no different.
Given the well-documented link between humanity's treatment of animals and Covid-19 — and
pandemics generally — animal advocates appear to have an opportunity to push for genuine
reforms to animal agriculture.
Effective advocacy will require a thorough understanding of the pandemic’s origin and the
surrounding landscape of opinion: How did Covid-19 emerge? What has its impact been
consumer choices? How should advocates frame their message?
Furthermore, animal advocates are held to particularly high standards by those less sympathetic
to their cause. Poorly formulated arguments and exaggerations are often seized upon to discredit
the movement as a whole. To turn this crisis into an opportunity, then, it is imperative that animal
advocates remain informed and tailor their message strategically.
The purpose of this document is to facilitate precisely that. Credence Institute reviewed recently
published literature (listed below) by leading animal advocacy organisations and categorized
some of their key findings based on theme — general information, impact on consumer choices,
and strategic animal advocacy. When using any of the material, please make sure to credit the
original source. While the information provided is US-centric and by no means exhaustive, we
hope that it will be of some value to animal advocates and their allies.
●
●
●
●
●
●

Pandemics, global health and consumer choices. Cynthia Schuck & Wladimir J. Alonso
COVID-19 & Animals: What The Public Does And Doesn’t Know, Faunalytics
COVID-19 and Farm Animals. Lewis Bollard
Preliminary Summary of Pandemic Framing for Animal Advocacy, Rethink Priorities
Covid-19 and Animals: Cutting Through the Noise, Faunalytics.
Coronavirus and non-humans: How is the pandemic affecting animals used for human
consumption?, Effective Altruism Forum
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Covid-19: General Information
●
●

●

●
●

●

The latest and most reliable scientific evidence indicates that the virus likely originated in
a wet market in Wuhan, China (Riou and Althaus, 2020).
Wet markets are places where animals are sold for consumption. There is often a large
variety available where people are able to choose the live animals, and have it butchered
on site. Space is limited so the animals are often cramped together, some coming from
the wild and others raised on farms. The mixing of a high diversity of pathogens from the
animals in a highly stressful environment and poor sanitary conditions creates the perfect
environment for the emergence of novel pathogens (Schuck and Alonso, 2020).
After the 2002 SARS outbreak, China banned the trade and consumption of wildlife, which
didn’t last long, they reattempted it in 2013 with the same results (Schuck and Alonso,
2020).
Wet markets are common worldwide and can play an important economic, and cultural,
role (Schuck and Alonso, 2020).
Compliance with protective measures is not feasible in many of these markets, especially
rural ones. A solution could be vaccinating the workers of these markets with flu strains,
or a commonly known virus of the area, as a short-term barrier solution of animal-human
spread. This method has not been implemented and remains an important gap (Schuck
and Alonso, 2020).
There are many different influenza viruses that circulate in wildlife species. Key mutations
are needed for certain viruses to replicate in the digestive system of birds which will infect
the human lung (often carried by water) and then transmitted through air among people.
The perfect conditions needed for the mutations has been found in intermediate hosts,
namely the birds and pigs bred for consumption. The high densities of farmed animals
have enabled the different strains of influenza to mix in the same cells and combine
genetic material, which has led to the emergent of deadly viruses that infect humans as
well (Schuck and Alonso, 2020).
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Impact on Consumer Choices
Consumption of Animal Products
●

●

●
●

●
●

Consumption of some animal-based products is temporarily rising (e.g., chicken meat,
eggs, pork), while consumption of other types of meat (e.g., sea animals) is decreasing
(Waldhorn, 2020).
Still, the future of the animal protein market looks complex when analysing the different
animals consumed in different countries, such as an increase of beef stockpiling in the
US, or a shift to chicken and pork in China (Waldhorn, 2020).
The US experienced a 77% increase between 8-15 March 2020 (Waldhorn, 2020).
The most explicit short-term effects involve global disruptions in supply and demand. It is
difficult to predict long term changes but one could involve phasing out “wet” or open-air
markets, as well as a switch to a cold-chain model. In terms of production, this change
entails a move towards the intensive farming of animals, leaving animal protein
production in the hands of large corporations or state-owned enterprises (Waldhorn,
2020).
China and India killed more chickens than ever before since the beginning of the pandemic
(to feed supply and demand) (Bollard, 2020).
In some cases, animals may be spared:
○ China had a surge in demand, followed by a drop, with an overall lower
consumption of fresh meat and seafood (which includes farmed fish)
○ Russia: poultry farmers can’t import breeding stocks
○ India: false news linking COVID to chickens tanked consumption
○ Fish stocks are getting a reprieve because fleets are docked and will probably stay
like that because restaurants are closed (Bollard, 2020).

Consumption of Plant-Based Products
●

If the U.S. and Europe dip into a recession, the business of plant-based companies will
probably be disrupted. Even though the US experienced an increase in plant-based
alternatives (fig.1 below) it was probably due to fear of coronavirus and could be
temporary. In China, because of the coronavirus outbreak along with other health threats,
consumers’ willingness to try new plant-based proteins is likely to increase. (Waldhorn,
2020)
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Product

Week ending
March 7

Week ending
March 14

Canned meat

57.9%

187.8%

Chicken (fresh)

4.5%

51.8%

Chicken (fully cooked)

4.8%

35.0%

Chicken eggs

-0.4%

44.0%

Plant-based meat alternatives (fresh)

206.4%

279.8%

Plant-based meat alternatives (fully cooked)

27.1%

84.6%

Average

50.1%

113.8%

(Source: Waldhorn, 2020)

Other Ideas to Consider
●

●

●

●
●

Consumers are likely to be more concerned about obtaining safer and healthier food. If
the consumption of chicken continues to rise it might be worth looking into the welfare of
chickens (Waldhorn, 2020).
Organizations running corporate outreach campaigns should probably consider some
strategic changes, focusing less on restaurant and hotel chains and more on grocery
chains (Waldhorn, 2020).
The imminent modernisation of the meat industry in China is likely to introduce stronger
food safety standards, and that after the outbreak a renewed awareness of food safety
may favour campaigns that highlight the high public costs and other problems of animal
farming (Waldhorn, 2020).
It should be noted that the situation is evolving rapidly and other factors not considered
here may come into play in upcoming weeks (Waldhorn, 2020).
Rises in the consumption of both meat and meat alternatives may be the product of panic
purchases (Orzechowski, 2020).
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Animal Advocacy
Pushing an animal agenda in a time of human crisis — regardless of legitimacy — can often
appear insensitive. But, given the link between pandemics and our ill-treatment of animals, animal
welfare organisations seem perfectly poised to advocate for positive reforms. How, then, should
animal advocates frame their message?
We summarized two pieces of literature — produced by Faunalytics and RethinkPriorities
respectively — that investigated the utility of appealing to the Covid-19 pandemic when
advocating for animals.

Faunalytics Study — Covid-19 and Animals: What the
Public Knows and Doesn’t Know
Faunalytics conducted an online survey to gather information for animal welfare organisations in
light of the covid-19 pandemic (Beggs and Anderson, 2020).
A sample of 1,000 respondents from the general population of U.S. citizens, who were at least 18
years old, were recruited through Ipsos’ KnowledgePanel. The sample was recruited based on
physical addresses, which is believed to generate a more representative sample than
convenience samples or those that require respondents to have a cell phone or computer.

Key Findings
Lack of understanding of zoonotic origin of COVID-19
● Only 10 to 20% of people in the U.S. understand the zoonotic (animal-to-human) origins of
the novel coronavirus.
○ When asked to explain where the novel coronavirus comes from, roughly half of
the responses referred to animals, particularly bats though few exhibited a real
understanding of its origins. About a third of the responses cited the origin as
being China while between 10% and 20% of the respondents appeared to be more
educated about the origins. These respondents referred to wet markets where the
virus was spread from cross-species transfer.
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○

Respondents aged 35-49 and those earning over $75,000 per annum were more
likely than people over 65 and those making $25,000-49,000 to correctly indicate
that COVID-19 spread to humans because of markets where live animals were
kept in close quarters with one another.

Evidence linking animal agriculture and COVID-19 deemed convincing
● When presented with evidence outlining the link between animal agriculture and the
outbreak, the majority of respondents found the argument convincing and logical while
few indicated that it was offensive or annoying.
Moderate support for legislation
● There is moderate support for legislation that would protect both animals and human
health for example restrictions on agriculture and trade to prevent future outbreaks of
disease.
Animal shelters and sanctuaries essential services
● Most people believe animal shelters and sanctuaries should be considered essential
services.
Lack of knowledge of animals used for research
● Very few people are aware of the threats to life faced by animals used in research or those
who depend on tourists for food. However, many respondents indicated that they did not
think companion animals, including cats and dogs, were spreading the virus.
Consumption of animal products unlikely to decrease
● Unless food availability changes in the coming weeks, we should not expect overall animal
product consumption to change substantially because of COVID-19, although some
individuals may shift their behavior.

Conclusion
●
●
●
●
●
●

U.S public not well-informed on the animal origins or implications of COVID-19.
The authors caution against drawing links between intensive agriculture and COVID-19,
the link is not direct and overclaiming harms credibility.
Carefully presented, factual evidence can be convincing, advocacy efforts should focus on
education closely related to outbreak.
Including farmed animals in the debate requires scientific arguments and credible
sources.
Support for animal shelters and sanctuaries to be considered essential services.
Moderate support for legislation that would protect both animals and human health by
restricting animal farming.
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●

Results suggesting respondents would be more likely to donate to animal charities should
be treated with caution. Evidence from the 2008 recession suggests that overall donations
are likely to decrease substantially (Reich & Wimer, 2012).

Caveats & Limitations
●
●
●
●

Survey intended to provide timely information on a rapidly evolving situation.
Results will be subject to change as more information becomes available.
The results are subject to bias, data relies on self-reported attitudes and intentions.
The survey was intended to cover a range of topics of interest for animal advocates on a
broad scale rather than an in-depth review of a particular topic area.

Rethink Priorities Study — Preliminary Summary of
Pandemic Framing for Animal Advocacy
Rethink Priorities conducted five studies to see whether the current pandemic-induced crisis is an
opportunity for animal advocacy, by comparing ‘pandemic’-framed messages to standard anti
‘factory-farming’ messages (Hurford and Moss, 2020).

Key Findings
●

●
●
●
●

There was no difference between pandemic and standard messages in effect on support
for factory farming. Both led to similar or lower support for banning factory farming
compared to no message.
Overall, pandemic messages led to worse attitudes towards activists than either standard
messaging or no messaging.
The authors of the study found strong support for bans of wet markets.
The authors of the study recommend being cautious about trying to leverage the
COVID-19 pandemic in animal advocacy messages.
Animal advocates who want to focus on COVID-19 should consider using anti-“wet
market” messaging instead of other types of pandemic-related messaging.
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Main Limitation of Studies
●

Needed more participants, i.e. broader scope.

Conclusion
The overall conclusion is that pandemic-themed messaging resulted in neutral-to-negative
responses, and very few studies showed support for animal advocacy. The only two messages
that seemed to be neutral-to-positive involved anti-factory farming messages that were used prior
to the pandemic, and messages that promoted the banning of wet markets. Moreover, when a
ban on wet markets was proposed, there was an increase in support for general factory farming
bans.
Based on these results, the recommendation is that animal advocates use similar anti-factory
farming messages to the ones they’ve used before. Animal advocates who want to focus on
COVID-19 might consider using anti-wet market messaging as their primary focus.

Messages That Resulted in Negative Response in Studies
●

The coronavirus pandemic has shown that it is vital that we restrict or end the farming of
animals. The current outbreak has been traced to a market selling live animals, which
allowed the virus to cross-over into humans. Keeping a large number of animals in
cramped and unhygienic conditions in general increases the risk of transmission of
diseases from animals to humans and so we should reduce the farming of animals for our
own sakes.

●

Humans do not need to eat meat or animal products in order to live. As such, it is morally
unacceptable to raise animals only for us to kill them, just so that we can eat meat
products. Animal farming requires huge amounts of suffering for literally billions of
animals every year. Although people may enjoy eating meat, given that there are
alternatives, we should act to restrict or end the farming of animals.

Messages That Garnered Supportive Response in Studies
●

The coronavirus pandemic demonstrates the need for us to restrict or end animal
farming. Confining many animals tightly together is intrinsic to modern factory farming,
and the stressful conditions weaken their immune systems. It’s common for farmers to
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feed them antibiotics to prevent outbreaks and spur growth. Over time this erodes the
effectiveness of those antibiotics, including those useful for treating infections in humans,
and viruses develop “antibiotic resistance” leaving us vulnerable to pandemics.
●

Why do we love dogs but eat pigs? Most of us would be outraged if we found out that
dogs or cats were farmed and slaughtered for food in cruel conditions. Why are we not
outraged about cruel conditions in pig, cow, or sheep farming? They experience pain, fear
and distress in the same way as the dog or cat who may share your home. And their
farming involves treating these sentient beings as mere commodities to be
mass-produced and killed for food. We must restrict or end animal farming.
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Looking Ahead
●

●
●

●

Each new epidemic and public health crisis are approached independently, rather than the
common drivers being recognised. As global meat consumption rises, the risks (drug
resistance, disease outbreak, economic impacts) will increase as well (Schuck and Alonso,
2020).
The world spends billions every year to prevent the outbreak of infectious diseases, and
yet, it hasn’t helped (Schuck and Alonso, 2020).
While large investments are now being contributed to developing vaccines and treatments
in order to control the current outbreak, they will not help for a future outbreak. This same
sense of urgency should be used to accelerate the development of modern food
production methods, such as animal protein substitutes. While there are plant-based
alternatives already available, the ultimate success is driven by the consumer (Schuck and
Alonso, 2020).
“Just as we exercise our citizenship by adopting the necessary measures to curb the
advancement of COVID-19 and protect our communities, we must also exercise it with our
wallets at the supermarket, and think how best our purchasing and dietary choices can
build a safer future for generations to come.” (Schuck and Alonso, 2020)

Personal Choices and Societal Risk
●
●
●

People are willing to pay more for cleaner energy because they know that this will benefit
future generations (Schuck and Alonso, 2020).
There is also research suggesting that consumers are willing to pay up to 40% more for
cultivated meat due to its perceived benefits (Morrison, 2020).
It is difficult to ignore the health and economic risks of meat consumption, but as
mentioned above, the consumer controls the supply and demand of the food industry,
therefore they need to choose alternative products themselves (Schuck and Alonso, 2020).

Technology
●

●

Technology has been extremely important in eradicating and controlling many of the public
health problems that have surfaced through the years, like vaccines and antibiotics, that
have saved millions of lives (Schuck and Alonso, 2020).
Over the last few years, major technological advances have been made with animal
products that don’t require breeding or raising live animals, and animal-like products made
from plants (Schuck and Alonso, 2020).
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●

●

●

There are various products being produced now that are almost identical in taste, smell,
texture to the animal-product but are being made in ingenious ways (Schuck and Alonso,
2020).
A popular example is clean meat, or meat grown in a lab. It is real meat that is produced
through the cultivation of animal cells, without the breeding, raising, slaughtering process.
The meat is grown in sterile labs where there are no pathogens in the meat, and this
process eliminates the need for antibiotics. This technology can be used to produce almost
any animal product. The first burger patty was produced in 2013 and since then,
production costs have dropped sharply (Schuck and Alonso, 2020).
The new products and technologies that are coming out of this will mean more products
available to a wider range of consumers, which should mean a growing popularity (Schuck
and Alonso, 2020).

A Wealthier World
●

●

Large meat processing companies are slowly investing in plant-based proteins. A sudden
transition from a meat-emphasised society to one more focused on plant-based
alternatives will lead to backlash if the meat industry comes to a halt too quickly. The job
losses and other economic impacts that the scaling down of the meat industry could have
would cause people to protest against it (Schuck and Alonso, 2020).
An alternative to intensive animal production needs to be carefully considered and should
ensure that everyone is pleased and willing for a transition (Schuck and Alonso, 2020).

A More Resilient World
In most parts of the world, the biggest difficulty faced during the coronavirus pandemic was the
impact on health systems. Many health care systems were unprepared and have been scrambling
to take care of everyone. To prevent this from happening again, forecasting of new diseases,
spread rates and their severity should be done. Simulation tools can be used to predict the
potential stress on the different systems and the possible threats that will be faced, in order to
strengthen weak areas to make a more resilient system. With few exceptions, this has not been
done. The food production industry is a very fragile area that makes humans vulnerable to
catastrophic events. Promoting and transitioning towards a safe food system will be a good
investment for the health of future generations (Schuck and Alonso, 2020).
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