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WHEN CERTIFICATIONS FALL SHORT: WHAT ANIMAL WELFARE LABELS
DO—AND DON'T—GUARANTEE

By Members of the Animal Welfare Committee

M any shoppers rely on animal welfare and organic certifications to help navigate

complex food choices. Labels such as USDA Organic and Certified Humane are often
understood to signal higher standards of animal care, oversight and transparency. In
practice, recent evidence suggests some widely trusted certifications may not consis-
tently reflect conditions on the farms they certify.


https://linewaitersgazette.com/2026/07/28/animal-welfare-committee-report-2/

A 2025 investigation by Farm Forward (PDF) examined animal welfare practices at a
high-profile California dairy that holds multiple respected certifications. The findings
raise broader questions—not just about one farm, but about how certification systems
function, how violations are handled and what consumers can reasonably infer from
labels.

The Park Slope Food Coop does not carry products from the dairy discussed in this ar-
ticle; the case is presented as an example of broader questions surrounding animal
welfare certification systems.

DOCUMENTED VIOLATIONS—HIDDEN FROM PUBLIC VIEW

Farm Forward’s investigation documented years of animal neglect and mistreatment
at a dairy marketed as a model of ethical production. Evidence included veterinary as-
sessments, photographs, videos, eyewitness accounts and internal regulatory find-
ings—many of which were later confirmed by certifiers and regulators.

IN REALITY, ORGANIC STANDARDS FOCUS PRIMARILY ON INPUTS SUCH AS FEED
AND PROHIBITED SUBSTANCES, RATHER THAN ANIMAL WELL-BEING.

None of this information was available to consumers at the time of the investigation.
Documents obtained through Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests show that
federal requlators substantiated multiple violations of organic standards, but they did
not publicly disclose them. The farm’s organic certification was not suspended; in-
stead, regulators and certifiers reached a settlement, allowing continued sales under
certification, with additional monitoring.

From a consumer perspective, this matters. Products carrying certifications remained
unchanged on store shelves, even though serious violations had been confirmed be-
hind the scenes.


https://www.farmforward.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/FF_Failure-of-Certifications_080525.pdf
https://www.farmforward.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/FF_Failure-of-Certifications_080525.pdf

THE ROLE OF CERTIFICATION SYSTEMS

The case highlights structural challenges within certification systems.

Many certifications are administered by nonprofit organizations that are funded, at
least in part, by fees from the producers they certify. In this case, both the organic
certifier and Certified Humane were shown to have confirmed or been alerted to wel-
fare concerns without decisive or transparent enforcement.

Certified Humane standards, while often perceived as rigorous, are widely viewed by
animal welfare experts as only modestly higher than conventional industry practices.
Audits are typically scheduled in advance, and enforcement actions are rarely commu-
nicated publicly. When violations occur, consumers generally have no way of know-

ing.

This creates built-in tension: removing a large producer from a certification program
can mean lost revenue for the certifier. While this doesn’t imply an intention to be
dishonest, it raises questions about independence and accountability.

WHAT CONSUMERS ASSUME—AND WHAT STANDARDS ACTUALLY REQUIRE

Surveys consistently show that consumers often believe certifications like USDA Or-
ganic ensure strong animal welfare protections. In reality, organic standards focus pri-
marily on inputs (such as feed and prohibited substances), rather than the standards
of animal well-being that consumers assume are covered.

For example, organic standards may allow:

 Separation of calves from their mothers

* Certain painful physical procedures

* Limited requirements for space and outdoor access

» Economic disincentives for treating sick animals with antibiotics


https://ota.com/about-ota/press-releases/younger-health-conscious-consumers-are-embracing-organic-ota-survey-shows

Even when violations occur, enforcement actions and findings are not typically public.
Without whistleblowers or investigative reporting, consumers have little visibility into
whether standards are actually being met.

THE COST TO CONSUMERS

Animal welfare and organic certifications are not just symbolic—they are literally part
of the price consumers pay.

FOR CONSUMERS WHO CARE ABOUT ANIMAL WELFARE, TRANSPARENCY MATTERS
AS MUCH AS INTENT.

Products carrying these labels often cost more than conventional alternatives. That
premium reflects expectations of better practices and stricter regulations. When cer-
tifications fail to deliver, the result is not only a welfare issue—it is also a consumer
protection issue.

In this case, a consumer fraud class action lawsuit has been filed against both the
farm at the center of Farm Forward’s investigation and the organization behind the
Certified Humane label. The lawsuit alleges consumers paid higher prices based on
representations that did not reflect actual practices. While ongoing, it highlights the le-
gal and financial implications of certification claims that may not align with reality.

WHY THIS MATTERS

For consumers who care about animal welfare, transparency matters as much as in-
tent. If a widely marketed, certified product can fall short while maintaining its certifi-
cations, it raises questions about how consistently those standards are applied else-
where.

Certifications can play an important role—but only if standards are clear, enforcement



is meaningful and violations are disclosed in ways that allow consumers to make in-
formed decisions.

This article does not suggest all certifications are unreliable or that ethical food pro-
duction is unattainable. It does suggest that labels should be understood as limited
tools, not guarantees, and that clearer information is needed for consumers to unders-
tand what they are paying for. The Animal Welfare Committee works to fill these
gaps, helping members make the most informed decisions they can when buying ani-
mal products from the Coop or when seeking alternatives to animal products.

As more investigations, lawsuits and regulatory reviews emerge, continued scrutiny
of certification systems will be essential to ensuring higher standards, rather than per-
petuating expectations that are not always met.

The Animal Welfare Committee is looking to add new members! Are you curious
about the welfare of animals behind the products at the Coop? Do you like re-
searching, editing, social media, talking to farmers, tabling or writing essays?
Please consider applying!

Currently, our committee has six active members who meet reqularly over Zoom;
communicate frequently via a Google group; and research, write, edit, make
phone calls to farmers/producers, create social media and more between meet-
ings. We are looking for new members who are great at teamwork, motivated to
get work done between meetings and eager to help the Coop and its members
learn more about animal welfare.

Please note that meetings are on Monday nights at 7 p.m., approximately every
six weeks. Candidates must be available at that time. Candidates must also be a

member in good standing (not suspended).

Application Deadline: September 1, 2026. Interviews will occur in October. Newly



https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSe1ijeMaFq6duVDBov_O8i25ILIprlwYE2NzdvMY7lCJj8wgA/viewform

accepted members will be expected to join their first meeting on Monday, Decem-
ber 7, 2026.

If you have any questions for the Committee, please direct them to psfcanimal-
s@gmail.com
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By Sarah Chandler, for the Animal Welfare Committee

The PSFC Animal Welfare Committee (AWC) is a small nine-member group committed
to helping our membership access information about the animal welfare standards of
the products carried at the Coop. For over a decade, we have been researching prod-
ucts for sale at the Coop and producing guides for the membership to aid in decision--
making.

Our most recent one was the 2025 Turkey Guide—our annual guide to all of the
turkeys for sale in the Coop during Thanksgiving, as well as all the alternatives avail-
able. This year we had 10 vendors selling turkeys to the Coop, plus five plant-based
roast options available. We also include fun produce facts—my favorite is that the
Coop sold 3,700 pounds of Brussels sprouts in the two weeks before Thanksgiving!

The Animal Welfare Committee also tries to keep the membership informed of any sig-
nificant animal welfare news through our social media feeds. Recently, for example,
we wrote about new regulations in Switzerland requiring labels that disclose whether
practices like castration, dehorning, tail docking or teeth clipping were carried out
without anesthesia. We also wrote about federal policy changes under the Trump ad-
ministration that reduce industry oversight—allowing faster assembly line speeds in
certain slaughterhouses and eliminating safety advisory panels—and potentially in-
crease the risk that more animals will be processed while still alive.

Most recently, the committee has been looking at news about shrimp and prawns. As
evidence that shrimp and prawns can feel pain increases, large grocery retailers in
the UK are beginning to change their sourcing practices. Traditionally, shrimp and
prawns are killed using an ice slurry—a mixture of ice and water that slows their
movement but leaves them potentially conscious as they slowly freeze or asphyxiate.
In response, some retailers now require suppliers to adopt electric stunning, a
method designed to render shrimp and prawn unconscious before death. These com-
mitments also include ending eyestalk ablation, a practice in which one eye of a
breeding female shrimp is removed to increase egg production. In the US, there has



not yet been retailer pressure to change these practices.

Our committee has guides to beef, chicken, dairy milk, plant-based milks, animal test-
ing, eggs, egg alternatives, pork, butter and fish. We are working on guides for ice
cream, pet food, cheese, yogurt, cheese alternatives, butter alternatives and more! If
you have questions about the animal welfare of any product the Coop carries you
might find your answer in these guides or we always welcome member questions and
suggestions! Please contact the AWC by emailing psfcanimals@gmail.com. You can al-
so find the AWC on X and IG at @psfcanimals or Facebook at fb.me/psfcanimals. The
AWC blog (the best place to view our guides) is psfcanimals.blogspot.com.
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By Sarah Chandler, for the Animal Welfare Committee

The Park Slope Food Coop Animal Welfare Committee is a nine-person committee that
creates guides, articles and tips about the treatment of animals in the production of
products sold by the PSFC. Our goal is to provide transparent, factual information for
members about the animal-based products sold in the Coop, as well as plant-based al-
ternatives and products that might have been tested on animals. We have guides for
beef, chicken, pork, fish, milk, butter and plant-based milks and egg replacements,
and a guide to cosmetic and household products. We are working on a variety of
more complex product guides, such as yogurt, ice cream, cheese and pet food.

To create our guides, we start our research by getting product lists from buyers and



surveying Coop shelves. We then develop a series of questions to ask farmers and
producers, based on known animal welfare issues for that species, as outlined by or-
ganizations devoted to the humane treatment of animals, as well as questions that
have been raised by PSFC members.

WE CREATE PRODUCT GUIDES SO MEMBERS CAN LEARN ABOUT THE TREATMENT
OF ANIMALS AS THEY ARE MAKING THEIR FOOD CHOICES.

We ask about the animals’ living conditions, what they are fed, breeding practices,
body modifications (for example, partial or complete amputation of tails, beaks or
horns), and slaughter practices. Based on these interviews and/or surveys with farm-
ers and producers, and information from product websites, we create product guides
so members can learn about the treatment of animals as they are making their food
choices.

There are many limitations to this work: We cannot always get a response from pro-
ducers; we don’t have the capacity to independently verify the claims a farmer or pro-
ducer makes; and in many cases the producers themselves have no way of tracking
animal welfare because they source from a huge number of places (tracking pet food
sources is a particular challenge).

We continuously look for ways to provide more information to the membership about
animal welfare issues relating to Coop products. To that end, in December of 2024,
we hosted Andrew deCoriolis, the Executive Director of Farm Forward. Through cam-
paigns, publications and consulting, Farm Forward advocates for safe, healthy and hu-
mane animal farming. They work closely with food companies, universities and city
municipalities to help them improve the welfare of animals in their supply chains. For
example, Farm Forward leads the development of the Good Food Purchasing Policy
(GFPP)’s animal welfare standards for municipalities and public school systems. In
2024, Farm Forward released the results of a comprehensive investigation into


https://www.farmforward.com

Alexandre Family Farms, a leading certified organic, humane and “regenerative”
dairy company, which uncovered systematic animal abuse and likely violations of sev-
eral certification standards.

“HUMANEWASHING"” IS AN EFFORT TO MARKET ANIMAL PRODUCTS TO CONSCIEN-
TIOUS CONSUMERS THROUGH DECEPTIVE PACKAGING AND LABELING BY CREAT-
ING THE ILLUSION OF GOOD ANIMAL WELFARE PRACTICES.

During our meeting, we asked Andrew questions about how our committee can better
inform PSFC members about animal welfare issues related to the products we carry
and at the point of purchase and how to educate ourselves about current standards
and labels and improve our guides. Farm Forward has recently been working on a
campaign to end “humanewashing” on food labels. “Humanewashing” is an effort to
market animal products to conscientious consumers through deceptive packaging
and labeling by creating the illusion of good animal welfare practices. Labels such as
“Cage Free,” “Humanely Raised” and “Natural” are examples of humanewashing: Th-
ese labels are not standardized, are often self-certified, and do not require third par-
ties to validate animal welfare conditions. Since product labels can’t be trusted to pro-
vide an accurate view of animal treatment, our committee works to provide members
with the best information we have about the products the Coop sells.

We have gotten feedback from many members who assume that animal-based prod-
ucts at the Coop are procured because they have higher animal welfare standards.
Buyers carefully consider every item that is carried at the Coop, but when it comes to
animal welfare, many products we carry may not be the best options available. We
will continue improving how we inform the membership in 2025 (and beyond), and we
encourage everyone to educate themselves about the products they purchase from
the Coop.


https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/04/alexandre-farms-treatment-of-animals/677980/
https://www.farmforward.com/what-we-do/campaigns/end-humanewashing/
https://www.farmforward.com/what-we-do/campaigns/end-humanewashing/

