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Regional cost differences incentivise animal transport in the EU  

— Billions of live animals are transported within the EU every year 
— Economic factors are the main driving force for animal transport 
— Member states enforce EU animal transport rules unevenly 

Every year, billions of cattle, pigs, sheep, goats, poultry and horses are moved within the EU and beyond the 
bloc for breeding, fattening or slaughter as farmers and meat producers seek to exploit regional cost 
differences to gain profits. However, over one third of these journeys last more than eight hours and animal 
welfare standards are not always upheld. This raises questions about whether these standards are 
adequate. In a review issued today, the EU auditors highlight trends in animal transport and draw attention 
to the challenges EU policy-makers face, as well as opportunities they can explore in the upcoming revamp 
of EU rules. 
 
Livestock production is not evenly spread across EU countries and regions, and farms tend to specialise in one 
species or stage of production. In addition, there is a trend towards fewer, but larger farms and 
slaughterhouses. Against this backdrop, farmers and meat producers aim to minimise production and 
slaughter costs, maximise revenues, and optimise economies of scale by exploiting cost differences between 
member states. These factors incentivise the transport of animals, particularly when transport costs account 
for a small fraction of the retail meat price. 
 
“Transporting live animals over long distances can have harmful consequences on their welfare”, said Eva 
Lindström, the ECA member in charge of the review. “EU animal transport legislation is not evenly enforced by 
member states, and there is a risk that transporters could exploit loopholes that derive from the different 
national sanctions systems.” 

There is a risk that transporters may choose a longer route to avoid passing through countries with tighter 
enforcement of EU rules and tougher sanctions. Breaking rules may also financially benefit producers, for 
instance when it comes to the transport of unfit animals, as the countries generally do not impose dissuasive 
penalties.  
 
In the review, the auditors stress that negative impact of transport on animal welfare could be mitigated by 
reducing the number and length of journeys and improving conditions for animals during transport. However, 
they also point out some alternatives to live animal transport. In some cases, bringing slaughter closer to the 
production site could present a solution: using local and mobile slaughterhouses would remove the need for 
some animal transport, and would be more eco-friendly. Consumers also play an important part in driving 
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change: a survey shows that some are willing to pay more for meat, but only if they are informed about good 
animal welfare. The auditors say that providing consumers with better information would help them make 
informed purchase choices. This could be done through an EU animal welfare labelling system, which would 
bring more transparency and harmonise meat labelling across the bloc. Ultimately, the new rules could be an 
opportunity to promote structural changes in moving towards a more sustainable food supply. This would 
mean incentives being provided to producers and consumers to encourage sustainable behaviour. EU policy-
makers could consider pricing animal suffering into transport costs and meat prices. 
 
Data on the transport of live animals in the EU is fragmented, and the European Commission does not have a 
full and centralised overview. The auditors say that IT and technological advances could be better harnessed 
in this area. For example, an EU-level IT system to track all journeys of live animals could help to centralise 
data, and cameras and sensors could track animal movements and measure animal welfare. 
 
Background information 
 
Animals are exposed to stress when loaded onto vehicles. During transport, they may suffer from hunger, 
thirst, heat, and a lack of space and rest. A single animal may be transported several times in its life: pigs 
fattened and slaughtered in Germany are often born in Denmark or the Netherlands, while cattle born in 
France, Ireland and Lithuania are often fattened and slaughtered in Spain or Italy. Most trade in live animals 
between member states takes place by road. According to data available, 63 % of animal transport between 
2017 and 2021 comprised short journeys of up to 8 hours, followed by long journeys (33 %) and very long 
journeys of over 24 hours (4 %). In recent years, EU citizens have become increasingly concerned about animal 
welfare. NGOs have highlighted the poor conditions animals can endure during transport, and the European 
Parliament has set up a committee of inquiry on the protection of animals during transport. The EU’s common 
agricultural policy has thus far not focused on animal welfare during transport. The Commission intends to 
propose revised animal welfare rules by the end of the year. 
 
ECA review 03/2023 “Transport of live animals in the EU: challenges and opportunities,” is available on the 
ECA website eca.europa.eu. The review provides an interactive online dashboard, where media, researchers 
and the general public can compare different countries, animals and the economic value of movements.  
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