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MINUTES OF A CONFERENCE CALL

AUTHORIZED ANNUAL MEETING

NCCC209, AGRICULTURAL BIOETHICS MULTI-STATE RESEARCH COMMITTEE

MAY 27, 2009

Present on the call were:  Candace Croney, Joe Regenstein, Levan Elbakidze, Paul Thompson, Jose Peralta, Bob Dailey, Joe Stookey, Gary Varner, Ray Stricklin, and Richard Reynnells.

STATION REPORTS

Ohio State, Candace Croney

Candace was at Oregon State University for 7.5 years before accepting her current research and teaching appointment at The Ohio State University, which also contains an expectation of extension contributions.  She is working on two publications, one on sentience and how we use animals.  With the Humane Society of the United States (HSUS) initiative in Ohio, she has spent considerable time talking with producer groups relative to social values and animal welfare issues and tries to respond to farm animal questions from the standpoint of the actual issues and why they keep coming up.  These issues of societal concern represent what matters to people, and cannot be resolved by science.  


She is looking for a graduate student in animal behavior, to conduct research in environmental enrichment, alternative housing, and cognition in pigs, poultry and rodents, including perceptions of animals.

Western University of Health Sciences, Jose (Txema) Peralta

Txema was not involved directly in the Proposition 2 debates because Western is a private university and has no extension program, but he does follow the issues.  He does not have a bioethics background but does want to be involved in the group.  He believes the target is to convince the public on a non-science basis if management is beneficial or not.

Cornell University, Joe Regenstein

Joe is deeply involved in the Kosher and Halal religious issues related to slaughter of food animals.  He is on the FMR/NCCR technical committee.  He is new to bioethics but is interested in learning more about the concepts and wants to contribute to the group.  Particular interests in majority vs. minority perspectives and secular vs. religious ideas related to animal use and value and interfaith activities.

Iowa State University, Suzanne Millman

Suzanne is new to the committee.  Her primary area is behavior and pain research, and her new position includes a bioethics component in teaching and research.  She has contacts with philosophers, which could benefit this committee.  She believes we need more people trained in bioethics because many of us have an interest in the subject but not expertise.  She feels at times like more of an imposter than a real contributors even though there are animal welfare components within bioethics.  We also are not serving the organic producers very well.

University of Idaho, Levan Elbakidze

Levan is an economist and works in several areas including infectious animal diseases and has a proposal in to USDA regarding the willingness of consumers to pay for dairy products, and the funding looks promising.  If funded they will use an experimental auction model to determine the incentive to pay and see if there is any educational effect on this willingness.  He does not get into ethical considerations at this time, but is very interested in the subject.

West Virginia University, Bob Dailey

Bob is not too involved in animal welfare and bioethics but teaches reproductive physiology and teaches values and ethics.  He wants to stay abreast of these issues.  He is also a division editor for the Journal of Animal Science.

University of Saskatchewan, Joe Stookey

Joe went to Saskatchewan from Illinois in 1991, originally on temporary grant money from Alberta.  His program serves the four Western provinces of Canada.  His area of expertise is behavior and by default animal welfare.  His work focuses on measurement of pain and suffering, and how to minimize stress.  He also is not an ethicist but is interested in the subject.  There has been a large change in farm demographics in his area, in 2002 there were 780 swine farmers and now there are 187 producers.  They produce the same number of animals.  The producers were driven out of business due to economics/small profit margins.

Western University of Health Sciences, Jose (Txema) Peralta, additional information


Txema’s primary interest is animal welfare, specifically minimizing pain in farm animals as his focus area.   He also has an interest in bioethics but no training in this area.  His MS and PhD are in Animal Science and he is a DVM.  He deals with ethics and animal welfare as part of his teaching program, and focuses on the educational aspects regarding bioethics and animal welfare.  He believes it is essential that we educate more people and increase their knowledge and understanding of bioethics.

BUSINESS MEETING

What would you like to get out of your participation/what can you contribute to the committee?

Joe R.:

Would like a better understanding of bioethics and know where this type of  information is coming from whether from the USA, Europe or Asia and how this effects ethical standards.  He is interested in how people view slaughter and understanding more about the interfaith activities regarding bioethical questions because bioethics help us frame the issues.  He can contribute a unique knowledge base of the Jewish and Halal and how a  minority/majority view of the world colors issues here and in other countries. He is interested in secular and religious issues.  In general, no one wants to deal with the religious issues as a part of diversity, even though this is a basic component of people’s attitudes.

Candace C.:
Race and ethnicity will become huge issues and impact how we treat animals.

Paul Thompson (Michigan State University) signed on and provided a station report.  


His primary project at this time is with the American Egg Board with Janice Swanson and Joy Mench, and they are studying sustainable egg production.  There are questions relative to housing that are part of his group’s work.  Another group is studying economics and another group is studying food safety and human health.  His group is looking at the values the public associates with welfare aspects and their economic and access to eggs.  The first thing for these groups would be to create white papers for PSA in 2010.  The next phase is for a stakeholder workshop with egg industry and non-government organizations and other sectors in the food chain.  The Proposition 2 situation is lurking in the background and what happens if  national regulations should be developed?  Do we have the research to address these new aspects of egg production [even though this is the source of the industry’s evolution since the 1950's]?  What if the infra-structure is lost?  Consideration should be given to the consequences of people’s access to eggs as a source of protein.


Paul is also working on biotechnology and emerging technologies, such as nanotechnology and biosensors and how they may impact the power relationships in agriculture.  Does this technology change the relationships between producers and all others such as retailers, government (tracking items through the food chain) and consumers?


A lot, if not most, of his work falls within the mandate of this committee, particularly the animal related work.  He needs to recruit more people to do this sort of work and training others is essential.  The committee can facilitate the networks he relies upon to get his work done and he is willing to help with suggestions, and funding ideas, and other workers for the committee.  It is good to see the committee more established with people who need and want to work together.  Others see no need to participate in the USDA structure because it is not worth their time.  Paul knows people are interested in the religion question and stated the goals of the committee are not easy to accomplish in the short run but that they are possible. 


Someone on the call clarified the need for USDA, whose only active role is providing a liaison to the committee from CSREES and offering the potential for funding though the NRI or Challenge or other grants.  The Land Grant University system through the assigned administrative advisor and the NIMSS database structure support the committee.  Otherwise USDA has no contribution to the success or failure of the committee.  The important point for the committee members to recognize is that they are independent other than the need for permission to meet from the regional directors and whatever support is provided by their experiment station.  If the CSREES liaison is not interested in the committee or has so many committees to work with that it is impossible to do more than a cursory level of participation, there will be marginal support from that person. Therefore, people should not consider participation in this committee under the false pretense that USDA will provide leadership and support, and their support is mandatory for committee success.  Each person on the committee must accept personal responsibility to ensure committee success and not wait on big brother to provide funds and leadership.

Joe S.:

Wants from his involvement the networking and connectedness of the committee.  He thinks this is a great idea and likes the idea of position papers and a way to discuss issues and make them available to professional societies.  We need to disseminate the message to a wider audience and we need coordination and teamwork.

Suzanne M.
When teaching it is helpful to have material and background information (for her DVM students) because the current program does not prepare students well enough.  Her area of animal cognition, welfare, and pain are important components of the scope of bioethical issues.  Her background includes work with the HSUS in Washington, DC.  She would like to see this group go beyond animal welfare.  Do we serve the people with the most money?  There is a diversity issue, and how can we broaden out the group to include others of diverse backgrounds.

Candace C.:
There are two areas which are a puzzle to her: one that is the former chair of philosophy at Oregon State (Professor of Religion) could not think of one reason why we should care about animal welfare, and two how religion guides how we treat animals.  Within agriculture we see dominion issues.  With food policy, how do our decisions create advantages or disadvantages for people regarding access to food.  We do not discuss actual poverty and how policy related to this underlying theme.  We need to include diversity relative to economic status in our discussions, while at the same time being careful to avoid the common implication that (ethically questionable) production systems are necessary so that the less affluent among us can eat.  However, this shifts the moral burden of such systems on the poor, which is problematic in itself since those individuals are rarely consulted in food policy development.

Joe R.:

Indicated that a lot of what we do is promoting a system that we believe is ethical but not necessarily sustainable and we often are supporting hedonistic middle class values.  For example a recent ANSI started with the assumption that organic systems are sustainable but this may not be true.  A lot of what we do is pretend there is value in our philosophical systems, and develop a feel good policy that may not be best for animals or people.

Paul T.:
Agreed with Joe.  There is a socialization process that says alternative agriculture is associated with ethical behavior and production practices but this is not the whole story.  It would be a mistake to equate alternative agriculture with ethical systems.

Candace C.:
Subsistence farming only feeds a few people and we need an economic analysis of all of the systems.  The affluent push this alternative agenda and the factory farming versus sustainable farming debate but what is the cost/volume of food produced and marketed?  We need to engage in these discussions for the good of animals and all in society.

Joe R.:

Temple talks about those who want the animals to be ok and they may forget about the maid at the hotel or others at the lower end of the pay scale being ok.

Joe S.:

Why agriculture evolved as it did and how did it evolve?  Economics only? [This is another area in which the committee could work.]

Txema P.:
These are complex issues and it is more than just about happy hens.  There was a short discussion on universalizing an extreme position and trying to improve the life of battery hens to the exclusion of other considerations.

Question:
Do we need to eat all this meat and who decides if others should or may do this?  Is it healthy?  Kellogg would be interested in this topic [Paul T.]

This is an action item.  We will submit a symposium proposal to the joint ASAS/ADSA/PSA annual meeting in 2010 in Denver.
Levan E.:
The reason he joined this committee is that he wanted to discuss issues with others in the scientific community that may have difference views.  The welfare literature has logic in the arguments (e.g., Howard Lyman) and he wanted to discuss these ideas.  His willingness to pay concept bottom line is not necessarily how to educate people as to what is right and wrong but who decides, and why and what is the basis for those decisions?  He looks for answers by the public and wants collaborations and contributions to economics and marketing and the free market system and how to make the market structure provide incentives to move to new system so he is trying to get grant money and collaborators.

Bob D.:
His needs are for a more broad education on the issues and agreed there needs to be a broader discussion of issues than just animal welfare, especially for his teaching which covers all aspects of bioethics.  

Levan E.:
Mentioned that there are many problems when differentiating products but activist groups may use information to their advantage.

FUTURE

One reason this group has struggled is that there are other groups involved in animal welfare issues in the sciences but the ethical/social aspects are not addressed.  However, the people in the welfare only groups do not have time (or maybe enough interest or expertise) to feel they can become involved in the bioethics committee.  Therefore, we need to go well beyond animal welfare and animal rights issues

Alternative plans are necessary to stimulate participation i this committee.  There are many obstacles to participation, one of which is support for travel and research by the LGU experiment station.

Joe R.:  There are way too many other responsibilities for most faculty members and the money issue limiting participation is very real.  

Suzanne M.:  Many do not have the expertise and are not trained in bioethics so they need training to become comfortable with ethical issues and discussions

Richard R:  There is fear of the subject matter.  There is fear of being considered by some colleagues that one has moved “to the dark side”.  Thirty or more years ago when the animal rights and welfare issues were presented, philosophical arguments were made as if everyone should know who the referenced people were and what the terms meant (a form of intellectual intimidation or bullying), but most people in the food animal sciences, agriculture and society were overwhelmed by these discussions of ethics.  The information was used as justification to denigrate all of agriculture and farmers using intensive confinement all of which led to intense mistrust by agriculture of philosophers and people who deal in ethical issues.  Then there is the “science alone can answer the questions” or “there is no ethical component in science, just facts” debate.  We must address this situation before we can move forward.

Candace C:  Science is not effectively used to inform voters, and is often of little value when presented in arguments about ballot legislation; there is guilt by voters that their food choices involve killing animals while they may not be able to change that, they can vote for propositions that promise to protect animals from harm as a way of alleviating some of that guilt.  It is almost impossible to address this with scientific arguments.


What is the difference between ethics and morality?  We need to standardize the language so we all can understand the relationship between ethics and science: Bernie Rollin wrote on this topic (The Unheeded Cry); there is also a paper by Hugh Lafayette, and Paul T. has written articles.

Ray S.: There is a related problem.  The term, “Animal welfare science” creates a contradiction because it reinforces the concept that science alone is all that is needed, may not be intended as such but that is the reality.  We cannot separate science from ethics.  There is a view of what ought to be when we talk about animal welfare, and the reaction is more immediate than consideration of what is meant scientifically.  All that we do is a value judgment whether or not we admit this to be true.  This may be oversimplified at times.

Paul T.: The issue, the way bioethics is viewed at USDA is such that there is not much chance of success unless USDA supports our efforts.  Bioethics in agriculture is a circular issue, money is needed but we lay off people and there are decreasing budgets at all locations and agencies.  See the previous comments regarding USDA on page 3.  Human health has a deliverable.  There is the view of agriculture as not monolithic but it is presented as such by some.  

Ray S.: The target audience, i.e., undergraduate, says that ethics has to do with religion and everyone has their own interpretation of religion so we do not want to discuss it.

Txema P.: Agreed with Ray’s observation.  His students believe that values are a personal thing and are not to be discussed [or judged]

RECRUITMENT

The suggestion was made that we need to involve graduate students in the annual meeting.  This is an action item.  Students will be allowed to attend the meetings to encourage their network development skills and present information if requested.

As discussed in previous minutes (page 2, March 10), Scandinavian countries train students after or before a professional meeting by asking speakers or faculty to stay for that period of time to present lectures or otherwise interact with students.  Students get credit for these courses while others could get continuing education credit.  This group should also be open to faculty and industry and others in the food animal system.  Suzanne and Txema agreed with the concept.  We could do a one time only conference but need a long term commitment and need money for distance education.  This could be obtained through a USDA Challenge Grant, the NRI (now AFRI), and the theme would be related to increasing the comfort level of teaching bioethics and contemporary issues and training the next generation of faculty and industry leadership (as graduate students).  Information is available on animal welfare concepts, such as that from WSPA; there are case studies and information on-line (e.g., Varner’s information).  We need a base of information to stimulate discussions.

In terms of USDA, there is a political atmosphere to not fund large corporate systems, therefore here may be an opportunity for funding.

Richard R. will ask to have bioethics added to the language of the next Challenge Grant RFA.  Action item.  This was done on June 1, with a likely positive outcome.

Ray S.: Need to look at bioethics with a holistic view; environmental, social justice, etc.  Bioethics piggybacks on animal welfare and welfare is a component of ethics.  

[?]:  Someone mentioned it may be beneficial to also look at administrative grants or special research grants obtained as ear-marked funds through your federal congressperson.

DEADLINES

Annual meeting:
Week 2 or week 3 of May each year




Hold in conjunction with another committee meeting: yes if structured so each committee is independent as it is necessary to conduct business.  We will meet with NC1029 in 2010 in Washington state so we need to coordinate this activity.  Action item.
WORKSHOP DEVELOPMENT/COLLABORATION

The Center for Ethics at the University of Montana has a web site that is part of the Montana Debating Science workshop, and they may be interested in collaboration with our committee.  This program could be a potential model for our website.  We need to identify issues, and discuss issues via on-line papers.  We could also try to obtain funding for such a collaboration through a grant from the NSF, as they have done to fund their website.  They ran a workshop in the summer for diverse background graduate students who developed their own web-source components to the website using a Wikipedia model.  Dane Scott (MT) is the contact person, and Paul T. (MI) will discuss options with him.  We need a greater concentration of graduate students to work on topics if we follow this model, and the NSF may have funding for this type of project.  Dane will be asked to incorporate animal welfare and agricultural bioethics into their structure.  One problem is that no one is getting paid to do this and we need a grant.  Dane could be the lead PI if a grant for this collaboration was developed.  We need to discuss whether a USDA proposal or NSF grant proposal, or both, are appropriate for this effort, but our agricultural bioethics website proposal will only be submitted to the Challenge Grant program.

WEB SITE

We need our own website, to define this group, even though it is a very good idea to collaborate with Dane Scott’s group.  We need to control the input/output of our website and thus our own fate. For our website, we need a grant, and need a lead PI.  Paul T. will help facilitate this.  Action item: 1.  Candace and The Ohio State University will take the lead.  Debbie Cherney was to have done this but she has not communicated regarding her ability to take this leadership role.  We will use the UMT model as appropriate; 2.  If Dane incorporates animal welfare and agricultural bioethics into their structure our systems will be complementary;  3.  Suzanne and Gary V. and ...?... will help Candace and Paul on the website development.  We need to make participation in a web site more rewarding to faculty members in order to encourage their meaningful contributions. 

Suzanne M.: Need case studies and view points and interactive components added to the website.

Candace C.: We need our web site to be a clearinghouse for information, for papers, for refereed journal articles, etc.  Other items to consider include: 

*
TEDTALKS is an interactive program and has a wide range of topics where people talk about their disciplines, and these cuts are about 15 minutes long.


*
Course material covering IACUC’s (an ethical/moral argument) would be important, as would be course enhancements such as asking students what they think and summarizing the information (could be a before and after taking the class approach). 


*
Gary Comstock’s book, “Life Science Ethics” was considered a good reference to add to the website reference section.


*
What are the costs of changing to alternative systems...total costs, a mass balance approach to compare conventional versus alternative systems?  What if everyone became a vegetarian?  Need an economist to tackle this.  A video would be good.


*
Need to evaluate the value of our work.  


*
Need to look at funding sources such as Challenge Grants, the NRI/AFRI conference idea, the NSF grant proposal with UMT, how to get help with the website and the other sources.



*
Need to let students help with the website and education products of the committee;


*
Applied Ethology web-site...see Gary Varner...;


*
Look at the European groups and their programs; 


*
Define topics to be discussed on the website.

How do we quantify opinions?  This is for Levan to consider.  How do you quantify bioethics and opinions?  In theory, we can quantify surveys.  We can quantify attitudes toward agriculture and animal production (reportedly very negative within Land Grant Universities and outside LGU’s) and these are very influential people who believe that all food animals are mistreated if on intensive confinement facilities but never on alternative production facilities and these animals are not protected under the Animal Welfare Act but should be protected.  How do we help provide accurate and objective information to help people understand the realities of our food animal production systems, and the consequences and unintended consequences of our decisions?

Are the items listed on the March 10 minutes for the website too broad?  Or are they mutually dependent with some needing to be accomplished concurrently and some sequentially?

We will limit the website to what the PI (Candace) is comfortable doing, and what help committee members can provide.  The current plan is to develop a Challenge Grant for bioethics education:  


*
Focus on developing peer reviewed educational modules for teaching in Animal Sciences and Veterinary Medical curricula.  These should be developed in collaboration with expert colleagues in the social and other relevant sciences (e.g., economics).


*
Identify important agricultural bio-ethics topics.


*
Develop position papers and responses that can be peer reviewed, accessed publically, and can be used to supplement teaching materials.


*
Should emphasize the use of new media (e.g., you-tube videos; TedTalks; pod-casts) and student input in developing materials.  


*
Coordinate existing course work.  


*
Highlight existing resources that are excellent for bioethics education (e.g., websites and teaching materials already developed by Gary Comstock and Gary Varner) as well as publications and position papers (to be developed) by participants and others.


*
Add an evaluation component for all material.


*
All of these products can then be made accessible via the website.


*
The website will support the teaching efforts at Land Grant and other universities, with old and new resources.  We need to have information to support these efforts, suggestions as to what topics contemporary issues and bioethics classes should cover at a minimum, etc.


*
Writing team: Candace, Paul, Suzanne, Ruth, Levan, and Txema.  Joe R. is also interested in collaborating.

ELECTION OF OFFICERS

Chair for 2009 to 2010:
Candace Croney

Vice Chair:


Paul Thompson

Secretary:


Txema Peralto

Officers are elected for a one year term and will move up to the next position for the following year.

The meeting was adjourned at 2:30 p.m. EST.

Please let me know if there are errors, and I will forward the corrections to the committee.

Submitted by Richard Reynnells






