
Animal Voices Interview with Gene Baur, co-founder of Farm Sanctuary

On July 31st, 2004, Rob and five friends went

Rob and Gene Baur at Farm Sanctuary

down to Farm Sanctuary to witness farm an-
imals in nature, outside of tiny crates and cages
and free from the abuse of today’s factory farms
and slaughterhouses. The following is a tran-
script of their conversation with Gene Baur,
co-founder of Farm Sanctuary.

Robert Moore - Well, first of all, thanks for
letting us be here, it’s an amazing place.

Gene Baur - Well, thank you for being here.
Thanks for being part of it. Farm Sanctuary
is made up of people who care about animals and want to make the world a nicer
place. So everybody who comes here can then go home and tell others about the
animals they met and about the fact that they are individuals who have feelings and
who want to live and don’t want to be abused as they are being abused on factory
farms all over the world. So thanks for being here, absolutely.

RM - And when did you make that connection, that first connection that animals
did have feelings?

GB - For me, when I was maybe about 10 years old I had a cat who I was very close
to, his name was Tiger, so he was my first animal friend who I really bonded with.
But from that time on, and back then too, I grew up in LA in the hills and there
were coyotes and deer and skunks and squirrels and raccoons and there were all
these animals around. I was always sort of awed by them and enjoyed seeing wild
animals be wild. I grew up with that but in terms of domestic animals, companion
animals, it was Tiger the cat that really touched me.

RM - And I’m really interested, how did you and (your wife) Lorri find each other?

GB - We met in 1985 and she was working at Greenpeace in Chicago and I was
hitchhiking around the country and I had another friend who was working at Green-
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peace in Chicago. So I just jumped in to see him and ran into her and that was sort
of the beginning of it and we started Farm Sanctuary one year later in 1986 and
we’ve done it ever since.

RM - Could you tell us how you started rescuing animals?

GB - When we started Farm Sanctuary, we were not all that familiar with what was
happening on farms. We’d read books we’d heard stories but we wanted to see first
hand what was going on so we started visiting stockyards and slaughterhouses and
farms and we would literally find animals left on piles of dead animals or animals
left in conditions where they were being left to die. So we took them home and took
care of them and continue to do that. Hilda was our first animal who we found on a
pile of dead animals behind a stockyard in Pennsylvania. We approached this dead
pile and there were dead cows and dead pigs and dead sheep. And then there’s this
lamb, Hilda, who lifts her head off this dead pile and as we approached it, the
maggots were literally buzzing they were so thick and we thought she would have
to be euthanized but when we took her to the veterinarian, she started perking up
and then she stood up and she lived with us for over 10 years. And we found that
this was not rare, that often times, animals are discarded. In the US alone, over 10
billion farm animals are raised and slaughtered so —

RM - A year?

GB - Every year, 10 billion. So that’s a huge number. And they’re being raised
on these industrialized farms, they’re literally on a slaughterhouse assembly line
and some of them fall off the line or some of them fall through the cracks during
the production cycle and are just left to die. We just got some hens in that were
dropped off at the farm today in fact and apparently two of them were living in a
slurry of manure for months. They had these balls of manure on their feet because
they’d been walking around in this manure for months. So again, these are animals
that had fallen through the cracks and have just been discarded and left by the
industry and those are the animals that we have found when we have visited these
facilities over the years.

RM - A lot of people can’t even get into these places. How do you get in?

GB - It’s not easy to get into these places. In some instances like at stockyards -
these are live stock markets that are open to the public so you are able to visit those,
it’s sort of like a grocery store; it’s privately owned but the public is allowed to come
in to buy and sell animals. So in those cases we’ve been able to gain access fairly
easily. In other situations it’s a little more tricky. And if it’s private property, you
know, there have been times when we have trespassed. And that’s the only way to
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gain access.

RM - And how do you decide which animals to rescue and how do you feel about
the animals you leave behind?

GB - That’s an impossible situation because they all really deserve to be rescued
and we can’t rescue them all, so . . . it’s not easy, there’s no real good answer to
that. I guess we attempt to help those that seem to be in the greatest need, the
animal that is sick, the animal that is left on a dead pile, the animal that is clearly
in need of veterinary care - those are the ones that we would tend to help first. But
from our standpoint, they all need to be helped and the difficulty of running any
sanctuary is that you can not do what you need to do, you can not help those that
you must ethically help. So you then come to accept that you can’t fix everything,
you can’t help everybody, so you do what you can and the individuals who are here
then touch visitors and hopefully then people are moved to change their eating
habits to not support these cruel industries. There’s no sanctuary that can rescue
all the animals that need to be rescued so the animals here become ambassadors
and hopefully people will be touched and will learn and will make changes in their
buying habits that will affect many more animals.

RM - Animal ambassadors. . .

GB - Animal ambassadors. That’s right, that’s what we have here.

RM - That’s amazing. So I guess that must give you some relief then.

GB - Well, I think that being able to see animals come here who have been abused
their whole lives who have been seen as nothing but commodities their whole lives
and to watch them now treated as companions treated with compassion, treated
with respect, and to watch them flourish and blossom as who they are. For chickens
to finally go out and scratch in the dirt and dust-bathe and stretch their wings and
be chickens, it feels really good, it gives you goosebumps to watch that happen.
Same thing with calves that have been in veal crates their whole lives chained by
the neck, to watch them come out and start running around and kicking up their
legs and playing with other calves and for pigs who have been in these concrete
pens their whole lives to come here and start wallowing in the mud and playing
in the mud and rooting. Those are the kinds of things that give us heart here and
give us the passion to keep moving on. And that’s the positive side and you need to
focus on the positive to some extent, otherwise you could become very depressed
recognizing all the negative so we really make a conscious decision to focus on what
we can do and to be heartened and strengthened and empowered by what we can
do, rather than being defeated and depressed by what we can’t do.
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RM - And how many animals do you have here?

GB - I think we have between 300 and 400 animals here at Farm Sanctuary in
New York right now. In California I think we’ve got closer to 500 animals. The
population fluctuates depending on if there’s a large rescue, we could end up with
over a thousand animals here almost over night and we adopt them out so the
population here is constantly in flux. The animals are rescued then they’re adopted
out so it varies from time to time.

Amritpal - we were wondering how you get funding?

GB - Thankfully, Farm Sanctuary has grown significantly since 1986 and we now
have over 100,000 members across the US primarily but also in other countries
who support Farm Sanctuary’s work so our budget now is right around 3 million
dollars a year and that takes care of both the shelter here in Watkins Glen and in
Orland, California and we’re now doing more advocacy work. We have lobbyists
that work with us in Massachusetts, in California, in Washington DC. We do a lot
of litigation, we have a couple of lawyers that we work with on a regular basis. So
in addition to doing the animal rescue, we are now doing more advocacy work and
campaigning to change how these animals are treated in the first place.

It’s been shocking to us to see how bad the laws are. I mean, in most states farm
animals are specifically excluded which means that pretty much anything can be
done. There’s been other cases where I found two live chickens in a trash can at an
egg factory and we were able to get that in court and the only reason we were able
to do that is because our attorneys were given permission to represent the state of
New Jersey. Usually, you’re not even given that sort of permission so thankfully
we were able to bring this case forward which probably wouldn’t have happened
otherwise. And then when we got in court, we were arguing that these were live
birds, you have to treat them with some respect and with some degree of humane-
ness and their lawyer argued in court that they could legally treat the birds like
manure and the judge said, “Isn’t there a difference between live birds and ma-
nure?” And their attorney said, “No your honour.” So it was like a phenomenal
sort of statement and it really speaks to how bad the laws are and what the attitude
is if these animals are literally manure in some people’s minds. And that’s been
astounding to us and that’s been upsetting to us and that’s one of the things that
we’re working on changing. These animals are not commodities, they’re not pieces
of manure. They’re living, breathing, feeling animals like cats or dogs or any other
animals and they deserve to be treated that way.

Amritpal - So have you been successful?
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GB - We have had some success at having factory farms convicted of cruelty, specif-
ically with regard to downed animals, animals too sick to walk. We worked to get a
law passed in California in 1995 saying that these downed animals could not just be
left there to die, they would have to be euthanized instead and we’ve had a couple
of stockyards now convicted of cruelty for denying these animals that basic hu-
mane care. We did have an initiative passed in the state of Florida that we were
very involved with to outlaw the use of gestation crates. These are 2-foot wide en-
closures where breeding pigs are kept for most of their lives. When we had the bill
introduced in Tallahassee, the state capital in Florida, it didn’t even get a hearing.
And that’s often what happens when you have legislation, it goes to the agriculture
committee which is made up of legislators who are friendly to agribusiness and
they don’t tend to look kindly on these kinds of bills so we had to go to an initiative
which means putting it on the ballot for the citizens of Florida to vote on. We had
to collect 650,000 signatures of Florida voters to get this thing on the ballot and we
were able to do that with a lot of work, with a lot of groups involved and it went on
the ballot and voters in Florida outlawed gestation crates. So that’s the first such
law in the US to ban a factory farming device like that.

Steve - That’s a lot of education.

GB - Yeah. And a lot of people learned about it. And we are now trying to pass
laws in other states. We had a bill in Massachusetts that passed the state senate to
ban veal crates and gestation crates and it ultimately was stripped in a conference
committee after that so we got somewhere but not as far as we needed to. We
had a veal bill in New Jersey that passed the state senate there and it was on the
assembly floor and it died. We have another bill right now in CA to outlaw foie gras
production where they force feed ducks and geese and that bill has also passed the
state senate, it’s now passed the assembly committee, and we feel pretty good about
our chances of passing it on the assembly floor. And we think that the governor,
Schwarzenegger, will sign it, but we’re not sure.

RM - Maybe you should get Maria on board!

GB - Yeah, get Maria involved in that one! So we’re chipping away, we’re pecking
away, we’re trying to pass laws. We’ve had some modest success so far. There’s
been a couple of laws passed to protect downed animals and we’ve been working on
a federal downed animal bill since 1992 and after the discovery of mad cow disease
in the US and the USDA indicating that that wasn’t a downed animal and downed
animals are more likely to have mad cow disease and also given that we were in
court against the USDA arguing that downed animals are more likely to have mad
cow disease and shouldn’t be used for food. And given that we won a court victory
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actually about two weeks before the public announcement of this and the USDA
then said no longer would they allow downed cattle to be slaughtered for human
food. So that was a concerted effort. We’ve got state downed animal bills we’ve
worked on, we have a federal downed animal bill we’ve been working on, we have
a petition before the FDA and the USDA and we had a lawsuit against the USDA
all arguing that downed animals should not be used for food and I think that a lot
of that activity helped to influence the USDA to put in place a ban on slaughtering
downed cattle for food once the BSE was identified in the US. So the campaigns we
run run the gamut, you know, there’s public education, there’s just documenting
the conditions and exposing the conditions although the media unfortunately is
not all that interested in these things, not nearly as interested as we hoped they’d
be.

RM - Unless a big KFC story breaks about Pilgrim’s Farm.

GB - That was wonderful, yes, and that is rare, that is rare. Usually when there are
stories about farm animals, it’s about E. coli or about BSE and the economic costs.
It’s not so much about the cruelty. And so that KFC exposé recently was huge and
is significant and is quite rare but it was very significant.

RM - Do you have meat-eaters coming here and finding that these animals do in
fact have personalities and then they’re genuinely surprised?

GB - Oh yeah, absolutely. When people come here and visit and they see that pigs
are living animals and they look in to their eyes, yeah, people are touched whether
they’re vegetarians or meat-eaters. I think in the case of vegetarians, visiting Farm
Sanctuary helps to strengthen their resolve and validates their concern about an-
imals. In the case of meat-eaters, I think it’s a whole new perspective and I think
sometimes people go back and make small changes and I think sometimes people
make big changes depending on how they were touched and what the experience
was like for them.

RM - Where do you see Farm Sanctuary in the future and what role do you see it
playing amongst all the many other animal advocacy organizations out there.

GB - I think Farm Sanctuary will continue to operate premier shelters and visitor
centers where people can come and get to know farm animals. I see us increasing
our advocacy efforts, bringing more lawsuits and doing more legislative work to
prohibit and to prevent this factory farming abuse. I think that within the animal
protection movement, we play a role of bringing groups together. We are sort of
between the large welfare organizations and the small grassroots organizations.
We sort of play a helpful role in bridging a gap between rights and welfare and
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between large and small organizations and that’s something that I hope that we’re
able to do more in the coming years. And also I believe that we’ll be able to help
other people interested in setting up sanctuaries to do that, to sort of provide a
model and say this is how you do it. So we hope to be playing a role in movement
building, movement cooperation and movement coordination.

RM - Do you see opening up more sanctuaries?

GB - Well, we have some land in LA county that’s been donated so we’re in the
process now of developing that and designing that. That’s gonna be a big project.

RM - That’s exciting.

GB - It is, well the benefit of being in LA is that there are the celebrities, the media
and a huge population. We also have some people who work with us in NYC. We
have a Humane Educator there so we do outreach in NY, we have tables at Grand
Central Station regularly so we’re active in NYC.

RM - Do you recommend it as a tourist attraction? Do you recommend people
come and take a vacation?

GB - Absolutely, that’s one of the things about Farm Sanctuary is that it’s open to
the public. We encourage people to come and visit. We want to be very inclusive,
we don’t want to be judgmental and discouraging. We encourage people to con-
sider a vegan lifestyle but we recognize that’s a choice that people have to make
on their own. We can not force anybody to be vegan or not. That’s not our place.
People need to come to that on their own and we encourage them to do that. And
meeting the animals here at the farm is oftentimes a very important introduction
to that way of thinking, to looking at these animals as other beings that we share
the planet with, not pieces of meat.

RM - And to touch them, to touch a pig. And Pilar said she’s never seen pigs grazing
before, and in the morning you go out and they’re all there grazing!

GB - That’s right, they go out, they eat grass, they root. Pigs are amazing. Pigs
have very sensitive noses, they dig up truffles, right, in the forests of France so
they have very keen senses of smell. Those noses are so powerful. Farmers used
to take corn and put it around an old stump of a tree that they want dug up and
the pigs would go rooting around there and they’d help him dig up the stump. So
these pigs are very powerful but they also have very sensitive noses. And knowing
that and knowing the way they’re kept in these industrialized factory farms where
they have these huge manure odors, it’s that much more offensive that these are
sensitive animals that have this keen sensitivity of smell that are put in this factory
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farm with this intense unhealthy stench that causes problems to people who work
in these places and it also causes problems to pigs who live in these places. So we
definitely encourage people to come visit Farm Sanctuary. It’s a positive attraction
in the Finger Lakes area. Families can come, kids love animals, so it’s a great place
to visit.

RM - Lucy did mention before that there’s no smell here. Usually when you pass a
farm on the highway, there’s a terrible smell.

GB - Yes, the barns here are kept very clean. We have staff members and volunteers
who do an awful lot of very good work on the farm just keeping the animals cared
for under the best circumstances.

RM - I wonder what kind of impact you’ve had in Watkins Glen specifically.

GB - Well, many of the restaurants in Watkins Glen now have vegetarian items on
their menus and I think that’s largely because of Farm Sanctuary and the people
who visit Farm Sanctuary who ask for vegetarian food. So we’ve had, I think, a
positive impact locally here. We’re hoping to be able to reach out to the farming
community and offer them a different vision of the future and encourage them to
consider growing vegetables and vegan food for markets in NYC and big east coast
urban centers. This is a farming community that has been struggling. There’ve
been a lot of dairies here historically that have gone out of business and we’re hop-
ing that they will explore other more humane, more healthy, more peaceful farm-
ing methods and I think there’s a good chance that that could happen and we’re
going to play a role in helping that happen I hope.

RM - Do you see an end to factory farming and meat-eating in general?

GB - I dream about that! It’s hard to predict. I think it makes an awful lot of sense
for people not to eat animals and for factory farms to cease to exist. But that is
something that is certainly way out of our control. It is something that is going
to be determined by consumer buying habits, businesses and how people invest
their money. It’s more of an economic question. But hopefully the ethics will start
playing a role in business decisions. And that will happen when consumers start
demanding that cruelty be stopped. So this is a long process. We play a role in it
but consumers play a role in it, businesses play a role in it, farmers play a role in it.
We’ll do everything we can to facilitate that sort of a change. But it’s going to take
a lot more than us for that to happen.

RM - Well, I’m sure that from here, your message will percolate throughout all of
America.
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GB - I sure hope so. It’s a message of compassion, it’s a message of hope, it’s a
message for a better future and it’s one that I think most people believe in. We’re
not against anybody, we’re not trying to put any farmers down, we’re trying to
provide other options that make more sense and I think when farmers even move
away from this industrialized model, they’re going to be happier. You know, it’s not
fun to be working in a factory farm where the animals are treated like machines
and you’re hosing them down and it’s dirty, it’s smelly, it’s violent. Working in
slaughterhouses is brutal. Can you imagine what it would be like for 8 hours a day
and all you’re doing is cutting throats? That’s just violent and bloody and it’s not
necessary. And it’s harmful to the animals but it’s also harmful to people. So we
hope that we will see a better future and I think we will.

RM - Gene thank you so much. It’s been such a pleasure.

GB - My pleasure. Thank you.
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