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Foreword 
 In 2018, World Animal Protection revealed pork products on the shelves 
of trusted supermarkets in Brazil, Spain and Thailand contained resistant 
bacteria of critical importance to humans, otherwise known as superbugs. 

Our report, ‘Pork and the superbug crisis’, outlined how factory farming 
depends heavily on antibiotics to keep pigs healthy and productive in 
distressingly cruel, caged and unnatural conditions.  

Antibiotics overuse facilitates the emergence of superbugs on farms. These 
superbugs can transfer into local environments and waterways, move into 
the food chain and jeopardise human health. 

In November 2019 we revealed pork products, sold in the USA by 
Walmart, the world’s largest retailer, contained superbugs.  

The case for change has never been stronger. Evidence is building 
regarding the risks to animals, people and our planet from continued 
dependence on antibiotic overuse in factory farming.  

Thankfully, change is happening. Leading pig producers are moving 
towards higher welfare. They are getting mother pigs out of cages, ending 
painful piglet mutilations, giving piglets longer with their mothers before 
weaning and ensuring animals can express natural behaviour. This higher 
welfare can result in a responsible reduction in antibiotics use on farms.   

Consumers and local communities worldwide cannot see behind the 
closed doors of factory farms. They have a right to know how animals are 
treated and how antibiotics are being used.  

Supermarkets, as the main buyers of pork, have a clear responsibility to 
protect animals used in their supply chains.  They have the power to 
publicly commit to, and enforce, global and time-bound policies. They can 
facilitate a transition to higher welfare practices – away from antibiotic 
overuse.  

If supermarkets do not act in the interests of animals, field investigations 
must bring systemic animal welfare issues to light. Because, consumers 
have a right to transparency.  

Wherever they are in the world, farm animals must be given a good life. 
There is no excuse for antibiotic overuse and no excuse for animal cruelty. 

 

Jacqueline Mills  

Global Head of Raise Pigs Right Campaign  

World Animal Protection, London, March 2020 

Photo: In their first week of life, piglets are forced to endure painful mutilations, often without pain relief. This includes their teeth being clipped. 
Credit: World Animal Protection stock image 
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Between March and June 2019, we found pigs suffering and responsible 
antibiotic use guidelines flouted on farms thought to supply UK Tesco stores 
and Tesco Lotus stores in Thailand.  

Nine farms in the UK and eight farms in Thailand were visited. 

 

Key findings 
 The possible breaching of World Health Organization (WHO) 

guidelines in Thailand regarding the preventative use of antibiotics 
important for human medicine at all stages of pigs’ lives.  

 Evidence of various classes of ‘highest priority critically important 
antibiotics’ across farms in Thailand, including cephalosporins, 
quinolones and polymyxins. 

 Possible breach of government guidelines on the use of colistin in 
animal feed on two farms in Thailand. Colistin is considered an 
antibiotic of highest critical importance to humans.  

 Possible breach of Responsible Use of Medicines Alliance guidelines 
on the use of fluoroquinolones in the UK. 

 Evidence suggesting early weaning of piglets on two farms in the UK; 
this contravened the UK requirement to leave piglets with their 
mothers for at least 21 days. On these farms there was evidence of 
antibiotics ‘highly important and of highest critical importance to 
humans’. 

 Evidence of tail docking of herds of animals across three farms in the 
UK and all farms where pens were accessed in Thailand.  

 Lack of suitable enrichment materials to allow animals to express 
natural behaviour on three farms in the UK. This was also the case on 
all three farms where investigators could access pens in Thailand. 

 Evidence of teeth clipping of animals across multiple farms accessed 
in Thailand and on one farm in the UK. 

 

We took our findings to Tesco Group in October 2019 to discuss 
opportunities to strengthen the company’s approach to farm animal 
welfare. Tesco Group has not denied links to farms visited during the field 
investigation. 

Tesco Group has an existing animal welfare policy and antibiotics policy; 
however, they have not committed to a global, time-bound policy to phase 
out cruel practices. These include caging of mother pigs, forcible early 
weaning of piglets, painful piglet mutilations and barren housing.  

Tesco is the biggest supermarket chain in the UK and Thailand. We are 
publishing these findings in the interest of transparency and are open to 
working with Tesco Group to improve the welfare of animals across its 
global operations. 

Executive summary 

Photo: Pigs with docked tails in a barren environment on a farm in Thailand believed to supply Tesco Lotus. Credit: World Animal Protection  
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A staggering three-quarters of all global antibiotics produced are used in 
farming. This is a well-recognised problem. World Health Organisation, the 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations and the World 
Organisation for Animal Health (OIE) have all called for a reduction of 
antibiotic use on farms. 

Pigs on factory farms are kept in squashed, barren, low welfare conditions 
and subject to painful mutilations. Their tails are cut, teeth clipped or 
ground, and males are surgically castrated. Mother pigs are often kept in 
cages and piglets are forcibly weaned at 21 days, sometimes earlier. 

These practices compromise animal immunity and make them susceptible 
to disease and infection. 

Overuse of antibiotics prevents stressed animals living in low welfare 
conditions from getting sick or from failing to reach their slaughter weight 
quickly. 

Superbugs (antimicrobial resistant bacteria) can emerge on farms when 
antibiotics are overused, and can be transmitted to workers, the local 
environment and into the food chain.  

The UN considers superbugs one of the biggest global public health 
concerns of the 21st century. It predicts that up to 10 million people will die 
annually by 2050 through superbugs rendering antibiotic treatment 
ineffective.1  

 

 

Surveillance of antibiotic use in farming is in its infancy in many countries. 
As of 2018, only 89 countries have reported overall antibiotic usage in 
farming1. Because this information only provides aggregate data it does 
not offer transparency regarding individual farm use.  

Consequently, consumers or local communities cannot find out what 
happens at factory farms in their local area and supplying their local 
supermarkets. 

Superbugs have been found in water run-off from farms and in manure 
released from farms. Even after being ingested, many antibiotics and 
resistant bacteria remain unmetabolised once excreted and can pass 
through waterways and into soil. Bacteria can then pass to people and 
animals through direct contact with the environment, through food 
consumption and through drinking water.2  

Good welfare means avoiding painful mutilations of piglets and extending 
the time piglets spend with their mothers before weaning. Good welfare 
practices ensure animals are more robust and antibiotics can then be 
reserved to treat sick animals, rather than being used across herds to 
prevent stressed animals getting sick.  

 

1 http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/1136658/icode/ 
2 https://www.unenvironment.org/resources/frontiers-2017-emerging-issues-environmental-concern 

Antibiotic overuse and 
animal suffering 

From left to right: Antibiotics found on farms during this investigation include Ceftriphin 3rd generation cephalosporin (WHO class: highest priority 
critically important). Kanaject – aminoglycosides (WHO class: high priority critically important). Meienro – quinolones (WHO class: highest priority 
critically important). 
 
 
 

https://www.unenvironment.org/resources/frontiers-2017-emerging-issues-environmental-concern
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Tesco Group, as one of the biggest global retailers and the largest 
supermarket chain in the UK and Thailand, is a significant buyer and seller 
of pork in both countries. The company has the power to influence 
practices used on farms and a responsibility to ensure animals are treated 
well and antibiotics used responsibly. 

World Animal Protection reviewed Tesco Group’s policies against industry 
data on critical welfare issues and antibiotic use. 

We were particularly interested in exploring whether Tesco Group is 
addressing tail docking and dependence on ‘antibiotics critically important 
to humans’ in the UK.  

We also wanted to establish how Tesco Lotus suppliers in Thailand fare 
across the various aspects of pig welfare in a market where standards are 
less stringent.  

Tesco Group’s animal welfare policy focusses predominantly on the UK, 
with only a handful of welfare guidelines applied to global operations. This 
means that the experience of pigs in the Tesco Group supply chain may 
differ substantially country by country.  

 

The policy for the UK states that all pigs have access to enrichment, and 
that teeth clipping and tail docking must not be carried out routinely. In 
Thailand, there are no such protections for pigs, although Tesco Lotus has 
committed to keep pregnant pigs in group housing for its packaged pork 
supply by 2027. 

Tesco Group has also started reporting on global animal welfare 
outcomes. Data is more detailed for the UK; countries outside the UK are 
clustered as part of global operations. 

Tesco Group’s antibiotics policy includes a goal of ‘no preventative use 
of antibiotics’ in farms. Antibiotic use reporting suggests a reduction in 
antibiotic use globally for pigs and for ‘highest priority critically important 
antibiotics’ in the UK, although baselines remain unclear.   

There is no information specific to Thailand. In Thailand, the Consumer 
Protection Act section 4(2)(3) gives consumers the right to know how pigs 
are treated, as the use of antibiotics on farms could have human health 
implications for consumers.   

Tesco Group customers have a right to know the conditions pigs are raised 
in and what antibiotics are being used, regardless of geographical 
location. 

Tesco Group approach to animal 
welfare and antibiotic use 

From left to right: Antibiotics found on farms during this investigation include Baytril (Enrofloxacin) – Fluoroquinolones, WHO class: highest priority 
critically important. Draxxin (Tulathromycin) – Macrolides, WHO class: highest priority critically important.  Ascolis 40 (colistin) (WHO class: 
highest priority critically important. 
 
 
 

https://www.tescoplc.com/sustainability/downloads/animal-welfare-policy-group/more-information-on-our-uk-animal-welfare/
https://www.tescoplc.com/sustainability/downloads/animal-welfare-policy-group/welfare-outcome-measures/
https://www.tescoplc.com/sustainability/downloads/animal-welfare-policy-group/welfare-outcome-measures/
https://www.tescoplc.com/sustainability/downloads/animal-welfare-policy-group/antibiotics/
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Between March and June 2019, our investigators gained access to farms 
thought to supply Tesco in the UK and Tesco Lotus in Thailand, to 
investigate pig welfare and antibiotic use. Access was lawful and in 
accordance with all farm biosecurity requirements. 

In the UK, nine farms thought to supply Tesco were visited. Investigators 
gained access to pig pens and office areas on three farms, pig pens only 
on one additional farm, and office areas only on five additional farms.  

The supply link between Tesco and farms was established by identifying 
processors via codes on Tesco products in store then consulting public 
sources to identify further links between processors and farms. 
Corroboration of links to Tesco, or a processor known to supply Tesco, 
were confirmed on six of nine farms via personnel or paperwork. 

 

In Thailand, eight farms thought to supply Tesco Lotus were visited. 
Investigators gained access to pig pens on three farms and discussions 
with personnel were held on five additional farms.  

The supply link between Tesco Lotus and farms was established by 
reviewing QR codes on Tesco Lotus products in store for five farms. For 
three farms, farms were linked to processors known to supply Tesco 
Lotus and links to Tesco Lotus were corroborated on farm via personnel.  

On-site investigation approach 

Photo: Mother pig biting the bars of her barren farrowing crate on a farm in the UK believed to supply Tesco. Credit: World Animal Protection  
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Detailed findings 

Evidence suggesting systemic preventative use of 
antibiotics important for human medicine across the lives 
of animals in Thailand, in breach of WHO 
recommendations. 

Personnel on four farms in Thailand described constant 
antibiotic use in breach of WHO 2017 guidelines. These 
guidelines recommend an end to preventative use of 
medically important antibiotics in farm animals. 

 

 

Evidence suggesting use of various classes of highest 
priority critically important antibiotics across farms in 
Thailand, including cephalosporins, quinolones and 
polymyxins. 

Evidence of various classes of ‘highest priority critically 
important antibiotics’ were found, including cephalosporins, 
quinolones, and polymyxins. Purchase records and antibiotics 
sighted by investigators suggest widespread usage on 
multiple farms. 

 

 

Possible breach of government guidelines on the use of 
colistin in animal feed on two farms in Thailand. Colistin is 
considered an antibiotic of ‘highest critical importance to 
humans.’ 

On one farm, two products – Nalistin and Ascolis 40 – both 
containing colistin for mixing with feed and water were 
sighted. Use of Ascolis 40 was also confirmed verbally. On 
another farm, two recent delivery notes for Nalistin were 
sighted, and instructions for mixing colistin into feed. 
This is a possible breach of governmental 2017 Department 
of Livestock Development guidelines. These stipulate that 
colistin may not be used in feed to prevent animal disease, 
however it is permissible to use colistin in feed to prevent 
diarrhoea. Diarrhoea is a risk for animals especially during 
early piglet weaning and when animals are stressed and 
squashed together in barren environments. 

Evidence suggesting a possible breach of Responsible 
Use of Medicines Alliance guidelines on the use of 
fluoroquinolones in the UK. 

Evidence of fluoroquinolones antibiotics was found on one 
farm in the UK in contradiction to Responsible Use of 
Medicines Alliance guidelines. Regular delivery notes for 
Baytril and Marbocyl were observed. Fluoroquinolones are 
antibiotics of ‘highest critical importance to humans.’ 

 

 

Evidence suggesting early weaning of piglets before 21 
days of age on two farms in the UK, in association with 
antibiotics classed as highly important or highest critical 
importance to humans. 

One farm’s records for one year indicated consistent early 
weaning before the 21 days legal minimum in the UK, with 
one sow averaging a weaning time of 19 days. Another 
farm recorded multiple instances of early weaning, including 
a litter weaned as early as 16 days. 
One of the farms records suggesting consistent early 
weaning, also contained evidence of Alamycin 
(tetracyclines), which is classed as a highly important 
antibiotic. The other farm, with records suggesting consistent 
early weaning, contained evidence of highest priority 
critically important antibiotics, with regular delivery notes 
sighted for Baytril (fluoroquinolones), Marbocyl 
(fluoroquinolones) and Draxxin (macrolides). 
 

 Pig fact: Early piglet weaning increases risk of illness 
and post-weaning diarrhoea as younger piglets are less 
robust. Often, piglets are administered antibiotics 
preventatively across the herd. 

 

 

 

 

https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/258970/9789241550130-eng.pdf?sequence=1
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/312266/9789241515528-eng.pdf?ua=1
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/312266/9789241515528-eng.pdf?ua=1
https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/social-and-lifestyle/1222614/take-antibiotics-off-the-menu
https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/social-and-lifestyle/1222614/take-antibiotics-off-the-menu
https://www.ruma.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/RUMA-Pig-Antibiotic-Use-Good-Practice-Guide-July-2019.pdf
https://www.ruma.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/RUMA-Pig-Antibiotic-Use-Good-Practice-Guide-July-2019.pdf
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Evidence of tail docking of animals across three farms in 
the UK and all farms where pens were accessed in 
Thailand. 

Evidence of docked tails across herds was noted on three of 
the four farms in the UK where pens were accessed. It was 
also noted on all three farms where pens were accessed in 
Thailand. 
 

 Pig fact: Tail docking is a painful piglet mutilation carried 
out usually within the first week of a piglet’s life. Piglet 
mutilations carry risk of secondary infection and often 
piglets are administered antibiotics preventatively across 
the herd. 
 

 Pig fact: In the UK, routine tail docking is not permitted 
by law except under certain circumstances, where other 
management options have proved to be ineffective, and 
at the recommendation of a veterinary surgeon. It is 
unclear whether tail docking across herds on farms 
visited in the UK had been undertaken under 
recommendation of a veterinary surgeon. Routine tail 
docking is legal in Thailand.  

 

 

Lack of suitable enrichment materials to allow animals to 
express natural behaviour on three farms in the UK and 
on all farms where pens were accessed in Thailand. 

A lack of suitable enrichment was also observed on farms in 
the UK and on all three of the farms where pens were 
accessed in Thailand where pigs’ tails were docked. 
 

 Pig fact: Enrichment is needed to allow pigs to 
demonstrate natural behaviours. In barren environments, 
they will redirect their frustration onto one another 
including biting each other’s tails. The reason given to 
dock pig’s tails is usually to prevent tail biting. However, 
tail biting can still occur when tails have been cut. 
Manipulable materials are necessary to prevent tail 
biting and to successfully allow for the phasing out of tail 
docking. 
Enrichment is essential to reduce animal stress levels. 
Higher stress is associated with compromised immunity 
and risk of antibiotic overuse.  

It is a legal requirement in the UK for pigs to have 
permanent access to environmental enrichment materials. 
The law also states there must be enough materials for 
the pigs to get involved in manipulation activities. 

Evidence suggesting teeth clipping in Thailand and on 
one farm in the UK. 

Personnel on three of the eight farms in Thailand reported 
that piglets’ teeth are routinely clipped. One farm in the UK 
reported that piglets’ teeth are routinely clipped. 

 

 Pig fact: Teeth clipping is a painful piglet mutilation 
carried out usually within the first week of a piglet’s life. 
Piglet mutilations carry risk of secondary infection and 
often piglets are administered antibiotics preventatively 
across the herd. 

Routine teeth clipping or grinding is not permitted by UK 
law except under certain circumstances. This is where 
other management options have proved to be 
ineffective, and at the recommendation of a veterinary 
surgeon. It is unclear whether teeth clipping across herds 
on the relevant farm in the UK had been undertaken 
under recommendation of a veterinary surgeon. Routine 
teeth clipping is legal in Thailand. 
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Summary of highest priority critically 
important antibiotics identified in the 
investigation 
World Health Organisation has classified antibiotics according to their importance to human health. WHO recommends that antibiotics classed as ‘Highest 
Priority Critically Important Antimicrobials (HPCIAs)’ should not be used in farming. 

 

Antibiotic Class Who classification Country 

Baytril Fluoroquinolones Highest priority critically important UK 

Marbocyl Fluoroquinolones Highest priority critically important UK 

Draxxin Macrolides Highest priority critically important UK 

Nalistin Colistin Highest priority critically important Thailand 

Ascolis 40 Colistin Highest priority critically important 
Thailand 

Ceftriphin 3rd generation cephalosporin Highest priority critically important Thailand 
 

Cefprotax 3rd generation cephalosporin Highest priority critically important Thailand 
 

Enroguard Quinolones Highest priority critically important Thailand 
 

Meienro Quinolones 
 

Highest priority critically important Thailand 
 

 

https://www.who.int/foodsafety/cia/en/
https://www.who.int/foodsafety/cia/en/
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Tesco Group 
Tesco Group should commit to a global, time-bound policy to phase out 
cruel practices. These include caging of mother pigs, forcible early 
weaning of piglets, painful piglet mutilations and barren housing. This will 
enable responsible reduction of antibiotics on supplier farms. 

Tesco Group should publish this policy and report annually on 
implementation in the interests of transparency for consumers.  

 

Other supermarkets 
Must also commit to a global, time-bound policy to phase out cruel 
practices, including caging of mother pigs, forcible early weaning of 
piglets, painful piglet mutilations and barren housing. This will enable 
responsible reduction of antibiotics on supplier farms. 

Supermarkets should publish this policy and report regularly on its 
implementation in the interests of transparency for consumers.  

 

 

 

Pig producers 
Must move towards higher welfare practices that allow for the reduction of 
antibiotics, such as those listed above, and in particular increase weaning 
times for piglets. Antibiotics should not be used routinely or to promote 
growth and should instead be reserved only to treat sick animals.  

 

Governments 
Must improve animal welfare frameworks and resource monitoring and 
enforcement. 

They must also commit to improved surveillance, including reporting on 
antibiotic use in farming, at species-specific and individual farm level. 

 

Consumers 
Should choose higher welfare products where they are available and 
actively ask supermarkets to provide them if not available. Join the Raise 
Pigs Right campaign to call on supermarkets to end cruelty to pigs and to 
improve transparency on animal welfare practices and antibiotic use. 

Recommendations  
 

About us 
 World Animal Protection is one of the world’s leading global animal welfare organisations. We work with industry, governments and stakeholders to 
change animals’ lives for the better. We inspire people to join us in this mission.   
Our global Raise Pigs Right campaign calls on the food industry to end pig suffering and to ensure pigs are given room to move and to live pain free in 
comfortable environments, with opportunities to express natural behaviour.  
We work with leading companies to demonstrate that change is possible and is good for animals, people and business. We believe that as the main buyers 
of pork, supermarkets have a clear responsibility to support animal welfare.  
Our global business cases profile leading examples of good practice in relation to the welfare of mother pigs and piglet welfare. 

Left: Thai supporters calling on Tesco Lotus to Raise Pigs Right. Right: A World Animal Protection supporter at Tesco’s 2019 AGM. Credit: World 
Animal Protection. Credits: World Animal Protection  
 

The growth of superbugs is acknowledged as one of the biggest health and economic issues facing the planet. 
Consequently, it is imperative that antibiotic use on farms is responsibly reduced so that antibiotics are reserved only to 
treat sick animals. To enable this, animal welfare practices must be improved.  

 

https://www.worldanimalprotection.org/raise-pigs-right-environment
https://www.worldanimalprotection.org/raise-pigs-right-environment
https://www.worldanimalprotection.org/raise-pigs-right-environment
https://www.worldanimalprotection.org/sites/default/files/media/int_files/pigs_global_business_case_final_0.pdf
https://www.worldanimalprotection.org/sites/default/files/media/int_files/sharing_success_-_gbc_pigs_raised_for_meat-final_moderate_size_pdf.pdf
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World Animal Protection 
5th Floor, 222 Gray’s Inn Road, 
London, WC1X8HB, UK 
 

Contact us 

 

Phone: +44 (0)20 7239 0500 
Fax: +44 (0)20 7239 0654 
 
 
 Jacqueline Mills, 
Head of Campaign 
jacquelinemills@worldanimalprotection.org 
 
 
 Web worldanimalprotection.org        Fb/WorldAnimalProtectionInt        Tw/@MoveTheWorld 

We are World Animal Protection.  

We end the needless suffering of animals.  

We influence decision makers to put animals on the global agenda.  

We help the world see how important animals are to all of us.  

We inspire people to change animals’ lives for the better.  

We move the world to protect animals. 


