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Listen up vegans
Tony Galuidi on approaching advocacy differently
My name is Tony and I’m a vegan! There, I’ve said it. In fact, I’ve been a vegan for almost 35 years and there’s nothing I’d like more than a vegan world. Unfortunately, just like a Lamborghini and a country estate, I can’t have it.

So, what can I have? How about a world with no factory farms? Most people wouldn’t disagree with that. How about an end to trophy hunting? Now, just about everybody agrees with that one. And how about a world where ‘fewer’ animals are killed for food? Seems reasonable enough.

But therein lies the problem. Most vegans will consider my requests as a betrayal. They will say that no animals should die for our food choices. They will also say that terms such as ‘humane slaughter’ and ‘free range’ are misleading and that, at the end of the day, all animals will die horribly. And I agree with them. In the UK alone we send two and half million animals to the slaughterhouse every day and, whilst cows and sheep have a relatively good time of it on ‘England’s pleasant pastures’, the vast majority of pigs and chickens are crammed into sunless sheds that wouldn’t look out of place in some dark, Orwellian nightmare.

So what do we do? We’re a nation of animal lovers and, whilst farming conditions in the UK are probably the best in the world, most people are unwilling to make the leap from raging carnivorousness to full blown veganism. It’s a strange dichotomy. We love animals but we still, somehow, manage to kill and eat so many of them.

‘But isn’t there a middle ground?’ I hear you say. Funny you should say that. I recently started a campaign called, surprisingly, The Middle Ground which suggests that people ‘reduce’ their consumption of animals rather than eliminate them from their diet (themiddleground.uk). The central premise of the campaign is that more animals are saved by people who reduce their consumption of animals than are saved by vegans. Sounds crazy, I know, but let me explain. They reckon vegans save about 100 animals each year, simply because they don’t eat them. Now, if you reduce your consumption of meat, dairy and eggs by half then it follows that you’ll be saving 50 animals each year. Now bear with me as I get a bit mathsy. Depending on which report you read, there are between half a million and 3.5 million vegans in the UK, so let’s split the difference and say there’s 2 million. That means vegans save about 200 million animals each year, which is fantastic. But let’s now extrapolate that for the meat reducers. Approximately 35 per cent of people in this country (23 million) have cut back on meat, which means that they have saved over a billion animals. Even if you halve that, it’s still five times greater than the vegan figure.

Now don’t get me wrong. Vegans are doing an awesome job and I don’t wish to detract from the great work that they’re doing. If we all went vegan then animal suffering would end and our health would improve dramatically. Oh, and we might just save the planet, too.

Which brings me back to the whole point of this article — vegans are frequently portrayed as militant preachy, hostile and verbally aggressive. Of course, this isn’t true for most vegans but there is, without doubt, an element in the vegan community that preaches a black and white, ‘all or nothing’ ideology. One that shouts in your face that ‘meat is murder’, and unless you ‘go vegan’ you too are a murderer. One that compares the fate of animals to the holocaust, and delights in thrusting slaughterhouse footage in your face. I’m actually quite sympathetic to such activists and I understand that they’re acting out of passion because they have peered behind the curtain and seen what most of us have not. It’s difficult not to become angry when you’ve seen footage of baby chicks being minced alive or pigs screaming in a gas chamber.

But, and this is a great big, but — it’s not working. Or, at least not as well as it could be. Shaming people doesn’t work. Accusing people doesn’t work. Criticising people doesn’t work. If I point a finger and tell you that every time you pour milk on your Shreddies you’re responsible for killing a baby cow, you’re unlikely to warm to my message. There are examples of this kind of rhetoric all over the internet.

“Shaming people doesn’t work. Accusing people doesn’t work. Criticising people doesn’t work”

I’ve been on the receiving end of the angry vegan gang myself. A lot of local vegan activists were outraged when I launched my Middle Ground campaign and reached out to meat eaters and gently suggested that they reduced, instead of eliminated, animal products from their diet. The campaign was very well received by non-vegans (AKA 98 per cent of the population) but you would not believe the tirade of abuse, and I’m talking unprintable here, I received from vegans who claimed to be living a more compassionate life.

In the months prior to my campaign I’d organised vegfests, hosted vegan debates, erected massive billboards, and even appeared on The One Show promoting a vegan lifestyle — but the moment I deviated from the script and suggested a different approach, I was suddenly the love child of Ronald Macdonald and Cruella de Vil. If there’s a ‘most wanted’ list at vegan HQ then I’m sure I’m on it — just above Enrique the bullfighter and Big Nobby the slaughterhouse man.

I also believe it’s a mistake to ask everyone to go ‘the full vegan’. For most it’s just a step too far. Usually, when we ask for ‘all or nothing’, we get nothing. How about we ask people to eat less meat, dairy and eggs? To choose animal products that are sourced more ethically, where they haven’t spent their brief lives surrounded by concrete and steel. Free-range, organic and outdoor-reared meat is more expensive but, if you’re cutting back anyway, you’re probably not going to be that much out of pocket. I have to say at this point that I’d rather you didn’t eat any meat at all but, surely, it’s better that the animals are raised outside, in the fresh air, as opposed to being kept in solitary confinement. Many vegans will disagree with me on this. They are much more focused on the killing rather than the keeping, and will not entertain any notion that consuming free-range meat is helpful. Fortunately, there are others who beg to differ.

There’s a wonderful organisation called Compassion in World Farming (ciwf.org.uk) who are focused not on veganism or even vegetarianism, but on the ending of factory farming. Their CEO, Philip Lymbery, is a vegan but is prepared to put his personal beliefs to one side so that he can help more animals. “Factory farming to provide ‘cheap’ meat is not only the biggest cause of animal cruelty on the planet, it is also a major driver of wildlife declines”, he says.

Another organisation that takes a pragmatic view is One Step for Animals (onestepforanimals.org), who suggest that one of the best things you can do to help animals is to stop eating chickens. One of their advocates, Vincent Berraud, says: “It takes 200+ chickens to provide the same amount of meals as one cow and they are typically raised in ways which cause the most suffering.” In other words — stop eating chickens and save the most lives. Can’t argue with that.

So, and I’ve rambled on for long enough, I’ve come to the point where I’m going to appeal to all those people out there who care deeply for animals but might want to think about their campaigning style. Shouting at people in restaurants is not helpful. Making people feel uncomfortable is not going to win them over. Words like murder, rape and references to the holocaust should be removed from the ‘Vegan Activism Handbook’. Instead, remember that meat eaters are our friends and family. They are our colleagues, our clients, our customers and the people we sit next to on the train. Let’s treat them with respect and gently invite them into our plant-based world to share its many advantages — but on their own terms, at their own pace, and without ever judging them. Let’s do it slowly and thoughtfully. One step at a time. With an encouraging smile. That’s how change happens.
