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INTRODUCTION

Everything seemed to be going well. We were consuming
more than the Earth could produce, yet supermarket
shelves were fully stocked. We flew to the farthest reaches of
the globe, our homes were crammed full of material goods,
and the trees seemed to stretch out endlessly to the heavens.
We thought we were invulnerable - but we're not. When the
first coronavirus infection was confirmed in the Netherlands
on 27 February 2020, our illusions were shattered. We are
just as susceptible to viruses as animals, the Netherlands is
no better prepared than China was, and once a new infectious
virus breaks out, it is unstoppable.

The hospitals were flooded with patients. We were confronted
with unprecedented, far-reaching measures. Restaurants and
cafés were forced to close their doors, and nursing homes and
schools were shut down. Everyone had to rein in their deep,
natural need for social and physical contact indefinitely, with
all the consequences it entailed for our mental well-being.
The virus struck at the heart of who we are. We are social
animals and we were suddenly forced to keep our distance in
order to safeguard the health of both loved ones and complete
strangers.



The coronavirus is sometimes referred to as the contrast fluid
that exposed the vulnerabilities in our economy and our society.
People with critical jobs turned out to be the lowest-paid people
in the country. The efficiency approach in healthcare seemed
to have achieved the exact opposite. And, that same approach
turned our globalised economy into a rickety boat that would
be dashed against the rocks with the first wave. The billions
of euros that we had earned exploiting the Earth’s resources
were now used to bail out the economy like water from a
sinking ship. Our government was violently jerked out of its
slumber, and governing parties suddenly started using terms
that would have been unthinkable to them just a year before.
Mark Rutte, the People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy
(VVD) party leader and Prime Minister, called the Nether-
lands a ‘deeply socialist’ country. He said that we should not
create an ‘apparent contradiction’ between healthcare and the
economy. The seeds of recognition that the healthcare sector
deserved more than just applause and that the exploitation of
vulnerable migrant workers was a disgrace that we could no
longer ignore, were planted. These were hope-giving moments
of new insight - but old habits die hard.

Structurally higher compensation for caregivers and health-
care professionals never materialised. Slaughterhouses exploit-
ing migrant labour as their source of revenue were exempt
from the coronavirus measures which industries that did not
harm humans and animals did have to deal with. And, while
the entire cultural sector crashed and burned, aeroplanes con-
tinued to fly to and from Schiphol Airport, and Minister of
Finance Wopke Hoekstra (CDA, Christian Democrat party)
transferred 3.4 billion euros to KLM, almost twice the market
value of the entire Air France-KLM concern.

The new insights about the vulnerability of our economy and
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our society were drowned under wave upon wave of measures
and by the endless discussions about those measures: their
effects on the virus, calls to impose stricter or less strict meas-
ures, in addition to comparisons with other countries that
were doing so much better or worse than we were. We were
in the throes of the Dutch and other governments’ fruitless
attempts to try and stuff the virus back into Pandora’s box.
There was little discussion about the underlying causes of the
virus.

After the Netherlands had been struggling with the corona-
virus for six months, cabinet Rutte-III presented a historic
Budget in September 2020. Tens of billions in support pack-
ages had already been invested in propping up the faltering
economy, keeping people employed and providing financial
aid with loans. And there was no end in sight. During his
speech presenting the Budget Memorandum, Wopke Hoekstra
referred to the coronavirus as a ‘Black Swan’, a term coined
by the Lebanese-American businessman and scientist Nassim
Taleb to indicate unforeseen economic disaster.

‘The story of the Black Swan, the story of unknown
unknowns,” Hoekstra said, ‘is about highly improbable events.
They shouldn’t be allowed to happen, but they do. A Black
Swan cannot be predicted by any economic model. A Black
Swan arrives out of the blue. And a Black Swan generally has
a disruptive effect on society.’

The coronavirus is definitely disruptive, but it is certainly not
a Black Swan. The coronavirus is a zoonotic disease, an infec-
tious illness that is transferred from animals to humans just
like past zoonotic infections such as SARS, HIV/AIDS, MERS,
Ebola, the Zika virus, the Mexican flu and Q fever. The Dutch
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goat farming industry was responsible for the deaths of almost
a hundred people. Thousands of people fell ill, more than five
hundred of whom never recovered. People with a chronic case
of Q fever belong to the high-risk group with regards to the
coronavirus. For the second time in their lives, their health is
under threat from an illness caused by the unhealthy relation-
ship between humans and animals.

About 75 per cent of the new infectious diseases that have
cropped up over the past ten years are zoonotic diseases. The
World Health Organisation and the world’s leading virolo-
gists had repeatedly pointed out that the number of epidemic
outbreaks of zoonotic diseases had increased in recent years.
It was just a matter of time before the next disruptive pan-
demic would strike. And the next. And the next. Shortly after
Hoekstra had referred to the coronavirus as a Black Swan, two
white swans were found dead in the province of Utrecht. They
were infected with the dangerous variant of the bird flu. Bird
flu is a recurring phenomenon in the Netherlands. Every year,
a new variant of the bird flu is discovered at various poultry
farms. In 2003, the bird flu passed from poultry to humans,
killing a veterinarian in the process. Virologists warn that it
is only a matter of time before the bird flu will become infec-
tious among humans. And they point out that the bird flu can
mutate into a virus far more deadly than the coronavirus.

Animal diseases are an age-old phenomenon. And the fact that
these diseases can be transferred to humans is also nothing
new. What we should be concerned about are the degree to
which that happens and the circumstances that allow this
to occur. Before the virologist Marion Koopmans from the
Erasmus MC became a household name in the Netherlands
as one of the medical advisors to the Minster of Health during
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the COVID pandemic, she said in 2018: ‘We think there’s
definitely something going on. We're seeing more frequent
outbreaks, and they're getting bigger. That's because viruses
are effectively the guardians of ecosystems. If we see rapid
changes in the equilibrium of an ecosystem, you can bet your
boots that a viral infection will appear somewhere.’

Professor of philosophy Marli Huijer recently added: ‘Viruses
influence the relationships between the various human and
non-human species that inhabit the Earth. When a species, in
this case the human species, claims a disproportionate share
of resources at the expense of other species, the ecosystem
undergoes changes that can have adverse consequences for
the species... We need to develop a vision of how we can live
responsibly with the many other species on which the human
species is dependent.’

Just when we've started to express all our worries and desires
in monetary terms, the overexploitation of the Earth by
western consumption societies is being felt. Not only had we
apparently forgotten that the natural environment has intrin-
sic value, but also that humans are an inextricable part of
the natural environment. And a small and vulnerable part at
that: humankind represents a mere 0.01 per cent of all life on
Earth, but it is so preoccupied with itself that it completely
ignores the other 99.99 per cent on which it depends. The
Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity
and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) has warned us of the possible
extinction of one million plant and animal species. We are
living in the sixth extinction event - the first to be caused by
human activity. The climate crisis will derail us if we do not
take the urgent measures required to get back on track. Year
after year, heat and drought records are being broken, and
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the ice caps continue to melt faster than climate scientists’
worst predictions. And, just before the coronavirus pandemic
struck, we watched in horror as untameable forest fires raged
through Australia. The rapid changes in the equilibrium of
ecosystems Marion Koopmans referred to are audible, visible,
and tangible every day. In the year that will be marked in
history as the year that the coronavirus paralysed our country,
we experienced the worst heatwave in the Netherlands ever.

But as the disruption of ecosystems grew, so did resistance. In
2019, the Dutch government'’s nitrogen policy was wiped off
the table by the Council of State: the government was doing
too little to protect the environment. Shortly before the pan-
demic, the High Council confirmed the earlier verdict in the
historic Urgenda Climate Case: the government was doing too
little to protect the public from the disruptive consequences
of global warming. Across the globe, massive and continued
demonstrations calling for climate action broke out, as people
acted out in civil disobedience and demanded a break with
the neoliberal way of thinking and a political system that kept
catering to the largest polluters at the expense of a healthy
future for humans and animals. The growing resistance and
the fact that governments are being reproached by the courts
are a response to rapid changes in our living environment.

The shift was already looming. Politicians too were becom-
ing increasingly uncomfortable with the consequences of the
neoliberal course they had been following for years or sup-
porting without any real resistance. Even the VVD suddenly
admitted that the free market’s invisible hand left the masses
out in the cold, while shareholders were rolling in money.
The finest moment of clarity came in 2019 from the Minister
of Economic Affairs and Climate Policy, Eric Wiebes (VVD).
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Confronted with the latest figures on greenhouse gas emis-
sions in the Netherlands, which were actually higher than the
figures on paper, Wiebes tried to convince the Dutch NOS
news agency that everything would be all right and that the
cabinet was on schedule with cutting back on CO2 emissions.
One journalist countered with: ‘But hasn’t economic growth
contributed to increased emissions levels?’ ‘Yes, that did cause
a setback,” Wiebes admitted.

The VVD had come a long way to make such a statement,
but it indicated the beginning of recognition that economic
growth was not the solution but the problem.

We undoubtedly live in times of change. In an essay that
he wrote shortly before the coronavirus crisis, the historian
Philipp Blom stated: ‘For a historian, this is a fascinating
time to be alive. We are seeing a break between eras. We have
reached a tipping point in history, and we do not know on
which side the coin will land. We are stuck in an economic
model that is destined to fail. Either it ends in catastrophe
with new pandemics, war, no access to resources, you name
it, or we start heading in a new direction. But one thing is
certain; the tide of history will turn.’

The tide has turned. But the tipping point came from an unex-
pected source. Because although we had been warned, many
of us hadn’t seen the coronavirus coming.

You start out knowing next to nothing about a new virus that
drives the world into a pandemic state. How the contamina-
tion spreads, how infectious the virus is, which functions in
the human body it affects, how ill the virus makes us, how
deadly it is for vulnerable groups, and who those vulnerable
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groups are. By definition, coping with a new infectious disease
to which no one is immune will be a chaotic process with sig-
nificant collateral damage.

The one thing that was certain from the very beginning was
that if humans had left animals alone, we wouldn’t have been

faced with a coronavirus crisis.

We need to do everything we can to make sure this doesn’t
happen again.

This book is about that ‘everything’.
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2

WE ARE
THE DEADLY VIRUS

t is estimated that in the years 1918 and 1919, between

twenty million and a hundred million people died of the
Spanish flu.

More than one million people succumbed to the Asian flu
between 1957 and 1958.

In 1968, a million died from the Hong Kong flu.

In 2009, the Mexican HIN1 swine flu struck, killing
between 123,000 and 203,000 people.

What did all those pandemics have in common besides their
devastating effect on human lives?

The Spanish flu was probably transmitted from poultry to
humans and pigs. The Asian flu was a hybrid of bird and
human flu viruses, as was the Hong Kong flu.

The Mexican HIN1 swine flu was a hybrid of pig viruses, bird
viruses and human flu viruses. In the beginning, everyone
referred to it as the ‘swine flu’.

An infectious disease that is transmitted from animals to
humans is called a zoonotic disease. And, it has been con-
firmed that coronavirus is an example of such a zoonotic
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disease. Which animal was the source, which animal con-
tributed to the transmission of the disease and how the first
infection occurred, still needs to be established. Most proba-
bly, the virus had initially been transmitted from a horseshoe
bat via another animal at an exotic animal market in Wuhan,
where it contaminated the first human. The ‘intermediary’
could have been a Sunda pangolin, but it could also be the
case that animals from China’s fur farming industry played
a role. Today, almost two million people worldwide have died
from the consequences of the coronavirus.

Animals and humans share a lot; the capability to feel pain
and fear, happiness or contentment. We also share the ability
to maintain social relationships with our own sort. And we
share a susceptibility to the same pathogens. Ron Fouchier -
one of the key figures in the field of virology according to the
Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences - pointed
out that the bird flu could mutate into a version that could
be transmitted from animals to humans in just a few steps. If
that happens, we will potentially be dealing with a zoonotic
disease with a mortality rate ten times that of the coronavirus.

Even before the coronavirus crisis struck, virologists warned
that the risks of a pandemic occurring had been increasing
gradually over the past few decades. ‘We are making things far
too easy for viruses,’ virologist Marion Koopmans said in 2018
at a lecture for the Universiteit van Nederland, an online plat-
form featuring talks from professors. ‘Viruses are the guardi-
ans of ecosystems. And we are dealing with huge changes that
contribute to the spread of infections. One of those changes
is the rise of megacities, particularly across Asia, with slums
where people have limited access to proper hygiene. The enor-
mous increase in the livestock industry, with factory farms
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often situated near these cities, also plays a contributing role.
And then you have two of those factors: lots of people and lots
of animals, cramped together in a small area.’

Koopmans said that virologists were often told that the hidden
dangers were primarily lurking in other parts of the world,
such as in Asia and Africa, but not in Europe. ‘Why worry?’
she was often asked. That assumption was wrong. ‘We have all
become one giant village. Today, problems that occur on the
other side of the world can arrive here on the next flight into
Schiphol Airport. The Netherlands is one of the most densely
populated countries in the world, one of the regions with the
most farm animals in any given space. You read about the
mega-stalls in the newspapers and how we are encroaching
on each other’s space. You can see that, particularly in the
Netherlands, the conditions are there to facilitate the spread
of infections.’

According to the American physician and author Michael
Greger, the 1918 flu epidemic was the result of an ‘unnatu-
ral experiment’ similar to today’s factory farms. In his book
How to Survive a Pandemic (2020), Greger wrote that when
the Spanish flu initially developed in the trenches of the First
World War, the infection could easily transfer from soldier
to soldier. Soldiers lacked food and drinking water and were
deprived of sleep, and they were wet, cold, and wounded. Their
immune systems were worn out from the horrors of war, and
they lived practically on top of each other, day and night.
The result was evolutionarily inevitable - one of the deadliest
viruses in human history. It started out with muscle aches and
fever in the victims, and ended with bleeding from the eyes,
ears and mouth, followed by the vomiting of blood, blisters
on the skin, and lungs that turned into jelly. According to
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Earl Brown, Professor Emeritus of Virology and Biology at the
University of Ottawa, a virus had never killed so many people
in so short a time. It raged across the globe twice in one year
before disappearing because of a lack of hosts. Between twenty
million and a hundred million people died of it.

The ‘accidental experiment’ that had taken place in the
trenches of the First World War was repeated in the 1950s,
this time with chickens. When the demand for chicken and
eggs started to increase and large-scale incarceration in small
areas became the norm, chicken farms became infected,
through contact with ducks, with exceptionally lethal viruses.

Each year, 1.5 billion pigs, 3 billion ducks and no fewer than
60 billion chickens are slaughtered, the three most commonly
killed land animals worldwide. As a result, the world is con-
fronted with a significant increase in animal diseases that are
sometimes transferred to humans, taking their lethal cargo
with them. ‘You can see it throughout agriculture. If you want
to read the infectious disease textbooks, they keep getting
thicker and thicker,” Brown told the Canadian magazine The
National Observer in 2020 when he informed them of the rela-
tionship between the livestock industry and the increase in
zoonotic diseases. “Whether the next pandemic is a coronavi-
rus or flu doesn’t really matter.” Brown outlines how humans
have become increasingly vulnerable to epidemics over the last
century due to urbanisation and modern medicine. Moreover,
the animal farming industry came onto the scene and grew
explosively. ‘The livestock industry and the increased suscepti-
bility of humankind to viruses are two powder kegs that we’ve
set right next to each other. Modifications to society that
respect the inevitabilities of viral evolution are something to
consider,” Brown continues, ‘but we must also dismantle the
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bomb that is factory farming in all its forms. We can all try to
be more conscious.’ It's a shame that where animal consump-
tion is concerned, emotions usually gain the upper hand, and
the subject is highly politicised. ‘But if you want to talk practi-
cally, eating vegetables is safer than growing chickens.’

In 2014, Olga Jonas travelled to NATO Headquarters in Brus-
sels on behalf of the World Bank. Jonas was a senior fellow
at the Harvard Global Health Institute and an expert in pan-
demic risk mitigation. She had 33 years of experience working
as an economist at the World Bank, and she was responsible
for the worldwide prevention of bird flu and other pandemics.
Because NATO took pride in promoting international peace,
safety and stability, Jonas was convinced that the organisa-
tion would be interested in her ideas on preventing pandem-
ics. Jonas couldn’t think of very many more serious threats to
worldwide stability than a pandemic. Unfortunately, NATO
had nothing to offer her. Well, almost nothing. Isolating
areas, clamping down on food riots, distributing body bags
and transporting the dead - that was what NATO was offer-
ing.

Disappointed, Jonas continued her journey to the Nether-
lands, the country with the world’s densest livestock popu-
lations and the only country with a Party for the Animals in
national government. Perhaps there would be interest in what
she had to say in our country? But the Netherlands also had
little interest in the dangers of illnesses that could migrate
between humans and animals.

The Party for the Animals was the only party she spoke with
where her plea for prevention rather than combating after the
fact didn’t fall on deaf ears. And the only party that had been
trying to bring prevention to everyone’s attention for years.
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What can we learn from the outbreaks in 1918 and 2020, The
Harvard Gazette asked Jonas in May 2020. ‘We have had some
global public health emergencies since then [1918], but they
have been less prominent: HIV/AIDS since the 1980s, SARS
in 2003, and the 2009 H1N1 pandemic influenza (Mexican
flu). What's interesting is that all these events have caught
authorities and the general public by surprise, but scientists
who have been studying pandemics were not surprised. Unfor-
tunately, many governments, even in developed countries,
have been reluctant to plan ahead because after the event, it
doesn’t seem urgent anymore. [One] lesson we should always
remember is that governments should listen to experts and
scientists who know how to best prevent the spread of infec-
tious diseases.” Then she added drily: ‘What’s ironic is that for
the last 15 years, nobody paid attention to what experts were
saying, and over the past three months, everybody wants to
hear from experts and finally cares about what we have to say.’

Can we learn something from the pandemics that have plagued
us in the past and current century? In 2007, when the Party
for the Animals first gained a seat in the House of Representa-
tives, an outbreak of Q fever had stricken the Netherlands. Q
fever is an infectious bacterial disease transmitted from sheep
and primarily goats to humans, which is what happened in
the provinces of Noord-Brabant and Limburg. We can and
must learn from that major zoonotic disease outbreak in our
own country and the committee that evaluated the subse-
quent approach. We can also learn much from the dozens of
bird flu outbreaks in the Netherlands and the zoonotic out-
breaks of SARS, MERS, Ebola, and the Zika virus in other parts
of the world. We can learn from our mistakes.

And from faulty judgement. In 2008, the Ministers of
Health and Agriculture (Ab Klink and Gerda Verburg, both
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members of the CDA) answered parliamentary questions
with confidence, saying that ‘there is no reason to assume
that animal diseases are increasingly responsible for human
infections.’

If we genuinely want to learn, we will do well to follow Olga
Jonas’ suggestions. In a time when opinions on social media
are increasingly accepted as hard truth, when podcasts from
conspiracy theorists draw full audiences while the lecture
halls remain forcibly empty, when #ophef (outcry) angles for
clicks, and countless people find themselves trapped in what
Dutch comedian Arjen Lubach calls the fabeltjesfuik (lit. fable
fyke) or ‘web of lies’, perhaps it’s more critical than ever to
keep listening to what the experts have to say. Thankfully, we
still have experts around.

In the early stages of the coronavirus crisis, the Dutch news-
paper Trouw interviewed Thijs Kuiken, virologist and professor
at the Erasmus University in Rotterdam, about earlier zoonotic
disease outbreaks. ‘SARS probably jumped from a small beast
of prey, the masked palm civet, in a market in Southeast Asia.
MERS reached humans via dromedaries sold at markets in the
Middle East. Once you start bringing humans and many differ-
ent animals together on such a large scale in the marketplace,
you're almost asking for it. A naturally flexible virus only has
to make small adjustments to conquer an entirely new niche.
And then the boundaries between species are effortlessly
crossed, with all the consequences that that entails.” Kuiken’s
final conclusion: ‘If we don’t learn to look at viruses from an
ecocentric viewpoint, so from an environmental perspective,
instead of from a human standpoint, it is just a matter of time
before the next outbreak.’
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Not egocentric, but ecocentric: that is the main lesson to be
learned from COVID-19 and its many predecessors. If we
don’t want to end up in another pandemic crisis like the coro-
navirus crisis, we will have to start changing things. Starting
with ourselves. Modern humans are anything but ecocentric.
In fact, humans themselves behave like a deadly virus for all
other life on Earth. Since 1970, the average size of mammal,
bird, amphibian, reptile, and fish populations has decreased by
68 per cent due to human activity. In the Living Planet Report,
the World Wildlife Fund illustrates how intensive agriculture,
the livestock industry, deforestation and animal trading have
eradicated animal populations and their habitats. Three-quar-
ters of the Earth’s ice-free land surface has been significantly
damaged, most of the oceans are polluted, and more than
85 per cent of water-rich habitats have been lost. With the
destruction of ecosystems, a million species (500,000 animal
and plant species and 500,000 insect species) will be threat-
ened with extinction in the next century.

Through the study of fossils, researchers can calculate the
natural extinction rate of animal species. That rate was, on
average, two extinctions per 10,000 species every hundred
years. Over the past century, both the extinction figures and
that average rate increased significantly. 198 vertebrate species
have entirely disappeared since 1900. The Carolina parakeet,
the Barbary lion, the golden toad, the Caspian tiger, the dusky
seaside sparrow: all extinct. The California grizzly bear often
appears as the symbol of the U.S. state of California in artwork
for bands and on shirts and mugs when in fact, this bear has
been extinct since 1924.

Researchers wonder what the numbers would have looked like
if there weren’t any humans on the planet. Then there proba-
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bly would have been just 9 species that were definitely or prob-
ably extinct instead of 477. ‘No matter how you look at it, it
is going to take a long time for mammals to recover,’ explains
Matt Davis, a palaecontologist with Aarhus University’s Centre
for Biodiversity in A Changing World. Together with ecologists
Seren Faurby and Jens-Christian Svenning, Davis calculated
that it would take three to five million years for biodiversity
to recover.

Anyone who hasn't seen the hair-raising documentary Domin-
ion from Australian director Chris Delforge should definitely
watch it. In December 2018, the Party for the Animals wanted
to show the documentary on a large open-air screen on the
Square in front of the House of Representatives. However, the
mayor at that time, Pauline Krikke, felt that our screen was
too large for the ‘shocking images for shoppers, who should
also be given a chance to avoid the images.” (At the same time
that we wanted to show the film, bonfires were being built
that were big enough to put entire residential areas in jeopardy
elsewhere in the city. The residents of those areas couldn’t
avoid anything, but Krikke did allow the bonfires; apparently,
they weren’t too shocking.)

Dominion illustrates the countless ways in which humans sys-
tematically exploit and kill animals. It is not easy to watch,
but the undercover documentary shows what is happening -
even as you're reading this - to animals behind the scenes
in, for example, the meat production industry. The document
ends with staggering figures. The filmmakers calculated that
619 million people were killed by war throughout the entire
history of mankind. We kill the same number of animals every
three days. And that’s not including fish and other marine life.

25



So yes: we are a deadly virus. Our relationship with other
beings on Earth is sickening. Not only in 2020 at an animal
market in Wuhan but every day, every year, across the globe
- and the Netherlands is no exception. Anyone recognising
the close relationship between humans, animals and the
environment will also know that we are acting against our
own interests with this behaviour. In December 2019, UN
General Secretary Anténio Guterres highlighted the unmit-
igated climate change resulting from human activity. He
spoke of humanity waging ‘a war’ against nature, one he
calls ‘suicide’. ‘Humanity has been waging war against the
planet for decades,” he said, ‘and now it’s striking back.” We
must end this war by being humble. Nature can easily survive
without humanity, but humanity cannot survive without
nature. If we continue to stick to our anthropocentric think-
ing and continue to see man as the measure of all things,
new crises will follow. But if we let go of the illusion that
humans are superior to the environment and other animals,
there may be a chance that the situation will improve.
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3

INTRINSICALLY
(UN)MOTIVATED

O n 18 March 2020, two days after Prime Minister Rutte’s
(VVD) televised speech, the House of Representatives
debated heatedly about the coronavirus. It was the third of
what was to become a series of dozens of plenary COVID
debates, debates about the virus itself, the flooded ICUs, the
horrifying situation in nursing homes, the Minister of Jus-
tice’s wedding, and questions such as which sectors should be
considered vital or not.

Everyone had seen the images of Chinese hospitals, the
people dying in hospital hallways, the grief and fear among
the nursing staff. But behind the safety of our sturdy dykes,
the prevalent feeling was: these things happen in China, not
in Europe. Until those same terrible scenes started appearing
in hospitals in Northern Italy during the first few weeks in
March. On 19 March, the day after the House debate, the
Italian army transported hundreds of dead bodies out of the
heavily hit town of Bergamo. Upon seeing these horrifying
images, Olga Jonas would undoubtedly have thought back to
her NATO visit in 2014. But on that day, the prevalent feeling
was still: apparently, this can also happen in Europe, but it’s
still Ttaly. Not us.
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In the weeks that followed, the ICUs in the province of
Noord-Brabant in the Netherlands were filled beyond capacity.
The Netherlands went into lockdown. In June, a reconstruc-
tion from the NRC newspaper indicated that the Brabant hos-
pitals had indeed been overwhelmed. Only a lightning-quick
upscaling of IC capacity and German aid provided a narrow
escape from the catastrophe that had taken place in Italy and
China. Wuhan and Bergamo seemed more like the Nether-
lands than we had realised.

The debate about the measures to be implemented now that
we were dealing with an outbreak of a zoonotic infection was
a critical one. The government and parliament both carry
responsibility for acting on uncertain estimates (the scientific
knowledge about the new virus was severely limited at the
time) and carefully considering the need to limit the spread
of the virus on the one hand and the impact of measures on
society on the other hand. The debates were primarily about
how the government planned to tackle the virus and what
parliament thought of those plans. But I also felt it was my
job to not stop there, to draw attention to the root causes of
the crisis, a crisis that could launch us into another pandemic
before we had recovered from this one.

The debate on 18 March 2020 was the debate in which Geert
Wilders (Freedom Party, or PVV) clearly demanded that the
government announce an immediate and total lockdown.
Wilders wanted to protect the Dutch people against a deadly
virus; that much was clear. I asked Wilders if he agreed that
the world couldn't afford to face the dangers of a new zoonotic
disease and whether he thought that we should take a good
look at our own livestock industry to that effect.
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Wilders looked at me, furious. ‘Will you stop that! Go discuss
that in a room somewhere with Representative Graus (the
PVV spokesman for agriculture, EO), but not with me and not
here.” We exchanged some questions and answers as it goes
with interruptions, but Wilder's message remained: not now,
Ouwehand.

Later during that debate, I asked the same questions of the
chairman of the CDA, Pieter Heerma, and the healthcare
spokesman of the VVD (the chairman, Klaas Dijkhoff, lives in
Brabant and wasn'’t allowed to travel to The Hague). Heerma
gratefully hid behind Wilders’ words. ‘T would like to say,
as Representative Wilders has already stated, that there are
plenty of other opportunities to discuss the future of the live-
stock industry.” Hayke Veldman from the VVD also deferred
the question. To when? To ‘future debates’. Which was when
we would have ‘plenty of time to discuss this. And yes, that
means that we also have to consider the bigger picture.’

At that moment, the bigger picture was that viruses arise
from our relationship with animals and the environment.
The picture included SARS and the H1N1 swine influenza,
which was initially called swine fever because of its origins
in the pig farming industry. And the insistent warning from
scientists for the intensive livestock industry in the Neth-
erlands, which included plenty of pigs and chickens, that
it wasn’t a question of if, but when a mutation will occur.
In the past, in back rooms with agriculture representatives,
the CDA and VVD, in particular, were blind and deaf to this
message. The interests of public health were always sacrificed
to the economic interests of the livestock industry. And now
that we have experienced the havoc a zoonotic disease can
wreak, we had to postpone the debate to sometime in the
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future. ‘Not now’ means ‘not ever’. We simply cannot afford
to do that.

Of course, the Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport had
more than enough on their plates dealing with the current
epidemic, and it was impossible to give them even more tasks.
But other ministries didn’'t have to increase ICU capacity,
get a hold of scarce protective equipment, or set up a testing
network from scratch. And precisely because the healthcare
system and the Ministers of Health were utterly swamped,
the initial reactions for Minister Schouten of Agriculture and
Minister Kaag for Foreign Trade should have been: ‘We are
deeply shocked, and we will do everything in our power to
make sure that another virus doesn’t strike again.” When that
reaction failed to appear, Prime Minister Rutte and the health-
care Ministers Bruno Bruins and Hugo de Jonge should have
given a clear and binding order to their colleagues, Schouten
and Kaag: ‘The livestock industry, the global trade in animals,
and the deforestation that comes with it puts the entire world
at risk. Stop dawdling and get cracking to update your policy
to drastically mitigate the risks of new zoonotic diseases devel-
oping.” Rutte did not give that order.

It would have been better anyway if factory farming had been
abolished 25 years earlier. Although the coronavirus came
from an animal market in China, the livestock industry in
Europe was soon shown to contribute to the severity of symp-
toms with people who were infected with COVID. Research in
Italy showed that low air quality was responsible for the severe
impact of COVID-19 when it struck. Studies from the World
Bank and the Vrije Universiteit of Amsterdam concluded that
a 20 per cent increase in particulate matter in the air led to a
doubling of the number of infections.
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In July 2020, the British University of Birmingham stated that
it had ‘compelling proof’ that there was a correlation between
the high number of coronavirus patients in the Dutch prov-
inces of Noord-Brabant and Limburg and the air pollution
in the region. As the news site 1Limburg summarised it: ‘The
British researchers were curious because the high number of
coronavirus infections, hospital admissions and deaths were
mostly found in south-east Brabant and northern Limburg.
They noticed that the worst air pollution was not found in
Dutch cities but in certain areas in Limburg and Brabant.
According to the researchers, one of the causes was the inten-
sive livestock industry. The south-eastern provinces are home
to more than 63 per cent of the country’s 12 million pigs
and almost half of its 101 million chickens. The manure from
all these animals produces high levels of ammonia. These
particles often make up a significant portion of particulate
matter in air pollution. The British study has shown that a
slight increase in the long-term exposure to polluting particles
caused a 10 per cent increase in the number of infections and
hospital admissions and a 15 per cent increase in the number
of deaths.

A few months later, the Dutch newspaper Algemeen Dagblad
(AD) published results from a study carried out by the Max
Planck Institute in Mainz that established the same link
between COVID deaths and air quality. ‘Of Dutch COVID
deaths, about 19 per cent can be attributed to poor air quality.
That comes down to about 2200 deaths. The physical condi-
tion of these victims was already poor due to air pollution.
This was one of the reasons why the virus proved fatal for
these patients.’

In the AD article, Jos Lelieveld, a Dutch professor in atmos-
pheric chemistry and COVID advisor to the German govern-
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ment, was consulted. Lelieveld argued: ‘Residents in areas
with lower air quality often suffer more from chronic condi-
tions such as COPD, lung infections, cancer and cardiovas-
cular disease. These are typical conditions that overlap with a
stronger adverse reaction to the COVID-19 virus.’

Lelieveld was convinced that air pollution played a vital role in
the number of COVID deaths. ‘Numerous studies have estab-
lished this link, and it is a solid link. It shows the importance
of clean air for human health. I urge everyone to take that
into serious consideration and for the political front to do
something about it. We already know from earlier studies that
people living in areas densely populated with livestock are at
greater risk of contracting lung infections. The idea is that
particulate matter released into the atmosphere damages the
mucous membrane in the lungs and that people become more
susceptible to other infections. That may also be the case with
COVID-19.

While a fierce debate was taking place in The Hague about
how we could keep healthcare accessible with the admission
of so many coronavirus patients, hospital admissions would
have been much lower in the first place if their living environ-
ment wasn’t polluted by the livestock industry in particular.
But the livestock industry was off the table as far as the debate
was concerned, as were the other ways in which intensive
agriculture harmed public health. On 15 April, the cabinet
announced that they would invest extra money into the agri-
cultural sector to supplement regular support measures. First,
a 600 million euro subsidy was freed up almost exclusively for
the horticultural industry, with an additional 50 million euro
for potato growers. This was twice as much as was allocated
to the cultural sector, which had to make do with 300 million
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euros. Culture does not pose a threat to public health (on
the contrary); the horticultural industry does. The pesticides
used for growing flowers and bulbs are linked to Parkinson’s
disease, various forms of cancer and the emergence of resist-
ant moulds. The Netherlands is ranked second on the list of
countries that use the most pesticides in Europe. And the hor-
ticultural sector beats them all. Making that support package
of 600 million euros conditional - for example, by demanding
a significant reduction in pesticide use - was something the
cabinet did not want to think about. ‘Come on, we're not
going to do that.’

In December 2020, the science television programme De
Kennis van Nu (Today’s Knowledge) revealed that a quarter
of the people that ended up in intensive care with COVID-19
were infected with a resistant mould. Anyone who has con-
tracted this mould and then becomes infected with COVID-
19 has a significant risk of becoming seriously ill. The mortal-
ity rate for these patients is almost twice as high as for patients
without this mould. Half of these patients that end up in the
ICU die. According to medical microbiologist Ed Kuijper, it
was not news that patients with other severe conditions were
more vulnerable to the mould, ‘but that it could cause a viral
infection at such a large scale is worrying, to say the least.’

In 2010, scientists had warned that the excessive use of anti-
mould agents could ensure that the Aspergillus mould would
become increasingly resistant to hospital treatments. The
intensive agricultural sector was explicitly highlighted as one
of the culprits. The anti-mould therapies used in hospitals are
almost identical to the fungicides (azoles) farmers sprayed
their bulb fields with. The Party for the Animals immediately
called on the government to limit the use of these azoles. The
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government didn’t deem it necessary and continued to refuse,
even when the PvdA (Dutch Labour Party) was admitted to
the cabinet and the Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality
portfolio was passed on to State Secretary Sharon Dijksma.
In 2013, we were supported by the majority of the House of
Representatives. We submitted a motion to the government
to ban five dangerous fungicides from agricultural use, and
that motion was passed. More than seven years down the line,
only two of the five fungicides have been taken off the market.
The current Minister Schouten failed to do anything about it
either.

That fact alone says it all; even when parliament decides
through a democratic vote that the use of pesticides and fungi-
cides must be limited to protect public health, the government
allows short-term agricultural economic interests to prevail.
The consequences of such inaction are even more painful now
that we have ended up with a pandemic crisis and people seem
to be more vulnerable when infected by COVID. When I asked
VVD Chairman Klaas Dijkhoff, in light of the report in De
Kennis van Nu, whether the VVD was prepared to restrict the
use of these dangerous agricultural fungicides, it was appar-
ent that a new awareness was dawning. ‘I was actually - and
I will have to eat my words now - quite proud of myself that
I had spent the entire summer reading up on the zoonotic
disease phenomenon, but I sense that I have quite a bit more
homework to do before the next session. I simply don’t know
enough about these substances to change policy right now,” he
said. It was an eloquent and honest answer from Dijkhoff. But
it also illustrated how lightly his party had taken the health
risks from intensive agriculture in the past.
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In that respect, Rutte’s performance at the beginning of the
coronavirus crisis was striking. The VVD Prime Minister
announced on a Sunday afternoon at half-past five that all
restaurants and cafés had to close their doors within half
an hour, and all kinds of other business had to cease their
activities - in the interests of protecting public health. We
heard him say that our health and the economy were not
each other’s antithesis but that they were opposite sides of the
same coin. And ‘public health comes first’: it wasn't the first
time we heard the phrase, but it had never been true before.

As it turns out, it was only a half-truth. Undoubtedly, now
that an acute health crisis had presented itself and the Neth-
erlands witnessed hospital hallways crammed with patients,
Rutte’s VVD was prepared to take drastic economic measures.
But as soon as the dangers to public health lose their immedi-
acy and become less tangible than a boom of patients deprived
of a hospital bed, the cabinet doesn’t follow through. The way
is paved once more for polluting industries, fast food chains,
intensive agriculture and the alcohol, tobacco and food indus-
tries. The VVD is particularly opposed to creating an adequate
preventive policy. They call it ‘patronising’. It is a smart for-
mulation, but prevention is not about patronising citizens. It
is about restricting corporations that grow rich off making
people unhealthy, and then diverting the costs of such prac-
tices to society as a whole.

Olga Jonas, who received absolutely no response from NATO
following her plea for prevention, stresses the importance of
taking action before things go wrong. ‘Hopefully, COVID-19
will push the world to increase and sustain investments in
public-health systems; it will be the most productive invest-
ment on behalf of mankind.” The cost-benefit ratio of pre-
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vention is far higher than spending money on treating symp-
toms and other emergency measures after the fact. Making
sure that people don’t fall ill is actually the political version of
a no-brainer. One-third of healthcare costs are related to an
unhealthy lifestyle and diet. Healthy people are less suscepti-
ble to COVID complications and are more resistant to many
other illnesses. But there are more arguments besides the
rational economic calculations by economists such as Jonas.

A cabinet that imposes far-reaching measures on society,
restricts civil liberties, and even calls on people to deny their
intrinsic need for physical contact should instantly be aware
of its fundamental responsibility to do everything in its power
to protect public health to the best of its ability. And that
means going against the interests of fast-food chains, the food
industry and the polluters.

In May, two months after the coronavirus crisis struck, we
asked the Minister of Health, Hugo de Jonge (CDA), what was
happening with the plans to improve the Dutch population’s
basic health and the prevention policy. We received an answer
two weeks later: the prevention policy was delayed. Because of
COVID-19. The reply should have been: the prevention policy
is being scaled up. Because of COVID-19.

The coronavirus crisis, at that moment one of the two
largest crises during his entire premiership, gave rise to a
Prime Minister who sometimes reacted irritably to the people
who trivialised the coronavirus and did not want to keep to
the measures (‘Shut up,’ Rutte said to a group of singing and
cheering football fans). I can understand Rutte’s irritability.
But I also thought: well, where have we seen this behaviour
before? The football fans were just as deaf to Rutte’s pleas
as his cabinet was to the warnings about pesticides, low air
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quality or the unhealthy food sector. If you set a bad example,
people will follow.

On 30 June 2020, Wilders finally voted in support of the Party
for de Animals’ motion to launch a plan of attack against
zoonotic diseases. The motion was passed with a large major-
ity. The cabinet had now been tasked by the House to signifi-
cantly mitigate the risk of developing new zoonotic diseases.
With the passing of this motion, the House of Representatives
explicitly recognised the risks the livestock industry poses in
this respect. Only VVD, CDA and Forum for Democracy voted
against the motion.

In September, we saw how Prime Minister Rutte became
increasingly anxious about the Dutch people’s poor compli-
ance with coronavirus measures. He was appealing to the
‘intrinsic motivation’ in all of us to safeguard the health of
others. He understood that we desired more freedom, but the
health of our grandparents was more important. However,
we're still waiting for a cabinet that’s intrinsically motivated
to put the health of its people above the business models of
McDonald’s and Coca-Cola.
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4
CULPABLE HOMICIDE

On 28 March 2020, The Guardian published a lengthy
article on whether factory farming was responsible for
the coronavirus. The conclusion was, in short: it actually is.
There’s at least a causal relationship. How we treat animals
across the globe, not only in China but also in the west and,
particularly in the Netherlands, lies at the heart of zoonotic
disease outbreaks.

The reasons for this were extensively discussed in a book pub-
lished in 2016 titled Big Farms Make Big Flu. The author is
the American evolutionary biologist Rob Wallace, advisor
for organisations such as the American Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) and the UN Food and Agri-
culture Organisation (FAO). Wallace explains that chick-
ens, turkeys and other animals in factory farms are packed
together in inconceivably large numbers. And that those bil-
lions of animals are almost identical genetic clones of each
other. Chickens have been bred for decades to meet industry
standards such as disproportionally large breasts (the breast
is the most profitable part of the chicken), exceptionally fast
growth (making them ‘ripe for the slaughter’ in less time),
and plenty of ‘lean meat’ on the bones. In other words, the
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ideal factory-farmed broiler, aptly referred to as the plofkip
(bursting chicken) in Dutch.

Suppose a virus ends up in such a large group of genetically
identical animals. In that case, it can rage through the popu-
lation without finding any resistance from the genetic varia-
tion that usually complicates the spread of such a virus. Both
experimental research and empirical observation have con-
cluded that this process potentially results in an acceleration
in the virus’s virulence, the degree to which it is harmful to
its host. If it then transfers to humans, the threat it poses is
larger than life. Although it may not feel that way, Wallace
says, we've been lucky so far. We have been given a chance to
re-evaluate our lifestyle choices - because ‘chicken isn’t cheap
if it costs a million lives.’

Zoonotic diseases. For many people, this must have seemed
an exotic term for many years. When I brought it up during
the first COVID debates, there was some discomfort in the
so-called K section of the chamber, where the ministers were
seated. Many epidemics start out with a zoonotic disease. The
animals can’t do anything about it. Animal diseases are an
age-old phenomenon. But they become a real threat when
people catch, breed and kill animals. In Europe in the past
20 years, an infectious disease has jumped from animals to
humans twice via the livestock industry (the mink farms are
not included here as they will be discussed later). Both of those
outbreaks occurred here, in the Netherlands, the country with
the world’s densest livestock population. In 2003, a thousand
people fell ill from the bird flu. That year, veterinarian Jan
Bosch died from complications from a bird flu infection.
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This was followed by the next dramatic event: Q fever. This
was in 2007, the year that the Party for the Animals became
a junior faction in parliament after the historic elections of
22 November 2006. We had our hands full with questioning
the House, putting all the ignored and papered-over problems
resulting from our relationship with animals in the Neth-
erlands back on the agenda, dragging up unappetising facts
and reports that government officials from the Ministry of
Agriculture had managed to stuff away in deep drawers, and
calling that same minister to account for the damage the live-
stock industry is causing to humans, animals and the envi-
ronment. We were - and still are - dead serious about our
mission, but we were admittedly having fun shaking the tree
of a ministry that had been taking advantage of its power base
for decades. The agro-lobby determined policy and that same
lobby, driven by conservative agricultural parties that included
representatives from the livestock industry, carried the major-
ity in parliament. The triumvirate that was agricultural policy
(farmers’ lobby, farmers’ parties, and the Ministry of Agricul-
ture) seemed inviolable. But then again, there had never been
any serious opposition in the first place. Marianne Thieme,
founder of the Dutch Party for the Animals and then party
leader, and I were determined: we were going to raise hell.

And we did. The House was in constant consternation about
our creative application of parliamentary rights (‘I'm going
home if this is how we're going to do things from now on!’
one representative from D66, the Social Liberal party, said),
our proposals (‘Are we really going to have a roll-call vote on
a motion calling on the removal of eel from the House of Rep-
resentatives’ menu?’ one PvdA representative asked), and the
uncomfortable truths we brought into the mix.

The Minister of Agriculture at the time, Gerda Verburg
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(CDA), appeared on the Dutch talk show Paul & Witteman to
argue that the Party for the Animals had gone too far by claim-
ing that the livestock industry was one of the main contributors
to climate change. She would show them by ordering the Uni-
versity of Wageningen (WUR) to refute the claims made in our
climate documentary Meat the Truth. After half a year of poring
over reports and breaking their heads around the issue, the
WUR could only conclude that our calculations were correct. I
haven't heard the minister admit to that on television, though.

It didn’t take long before complaints started coming in about
the number of parliamentary questions we were raising: two
additional government officials had to be called in just to
answer all our questions about our failing agricultural policy.
Verburg and her partner in crime in the House (Joop Atsma,
another CDA representative) tried to throw at us that what
we were doing was downright scandalous. Two extra govern-
ment officials? ‘Is that all?” we fired back at them. We had
expected at least five additional officials to supplement all
those thousands of other Ministry of Agriculture officials -
and we thought we were being modest. There was work to be
done, after all, and quite a bit too.

Our strategy was to shake up existing political patterns and
systems through expressive politics to pave the way for change.

How much we needed that change became painfully clear
when it turned out that the government - more specifically,
the Ministry of Agriculture - disrupted the lives of people
to such an extent that those lives were utterly derailed. On
Wednesday, 29 August 2007, our policy officer, Natasja Oer-
lemans, stormed into my office with a message from Omroep
Brabant, a local television channel. In Herpen, family doctors
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reported increasing numbers of patients with severe but inex-
plicable health symptoms who were coming into the prac-
tice. They had lung infections, suffered from a high fever and
sometimes collapsed without any warning. The doctors were
at a loss: what kind of mysterious condition was this? It was
completely unclear what was making these people so ill. Until
they discovered that all those different patients had one thing
in common: they all lived close to a goat dairy farm. Q fever,
Omroep Brabant concluded. The Party for the Animals had a
new job for those two extra officials that the Ministry of Agri-
culture had hired.

Q fever is a bacterial infection that can be transmitted from
goats and sheep to humans. And that was what had hap-
pened in the area surrounding goat dairy farms in Brabant.
People living in the area walked or cycled unsuspectingly past
these goat farms and were infected through the air with Cox-
iella burnetii, the bacteria responsible for Q fever. In 2007,
the number of Q fever infections started to rise quickly, but
the government didn't intervene until 2009. Around 2011,
the Q fever epidemic was past its peak. By then, more than
100,000 people had been infected.

Initial assumptions were that about 25 people had passed
away from the bacteria responsible for the Q fever infection,
but that number had to be adjusted upwards repeatedly. In
2018, at least 95 human deaths were recorded. More than
500 people are still suffering from the dangerous and chronic
Q fever variant today.

The American army warned back in 2000 about the dangers

of Q fever as a biological weapon. Coxiella burnetii - the bac-
teria responsible for Q fever - is subject to even more strin-
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gent safety restrictions in laboratory research than anthrax,
for example. As a biological weapon, the American health
authorities have put Q fever in the same category as E. coli
and cholera.

Between the late 1990s and the 2000s, the number of dairy
goats had more than doubled: from 150,000 to 350,000
animals. Despite outbreaks of Q fever between 2007 and 2009,
with severe illness and death as a result, the Dutch govern-
ment refused to intervene. Initially, field mice were believed
to be the cause of the outbreak. Former Minister Verburg felt
that implementing a notification requirement for businesses
with an increased risk of spreading Q fever was going too far.
She ‘didn'’t feel like all the hassle’. In 2008, a transport ban
on goats was considered but ultimately not carried through.
By then, more than 1000 people had fallen ill. In late 2009,
over two years after Omroep Brabant’s distressing discovery,
Verburg told the House: ‘Much is still unclear about Q fever.
I'm talking about the bacteria, how lethal it is, how it spreads,
and so forth. Experts still have a lot of questions about the
best way to stop this outbreak.” And then she said: ‘You can
only take measures when you know which measures are effec-
tive. To which I will add that they need to be proportional. You
can take many measures, of course, but as long as you don't
know what the measures are or what they should be aimed
at, any policy will be uncertain to succeed.” Proportional is
the magic word as far as the interests of the livestock industry
are concerned. Whatever the damage caused by factory farms
to humans, animals and the environment, combating that
damage is apparently never ‘proportional’.

In 2012, the National Ombudsman, Alex Brenninkmeijer, set
up a study to investigate whether the Q fever epidemic victims
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were entitled to financial compensation from the government.
The ministers at the time, Gerda Verburg and Ab Klink (the
Minister of Health) were heard under oath. The Ombudsman
wanted to know why Verburg and Klink did not implement
a breeding ban for goats in September 2009. This may have
drastically reduced the spread of Q fever. They hadn'’t, but they
had decided a few months later to kill over 62,000 goats. The
goat farmers were directly compensated for their losses: 34
million euros, plus 21 million euros to pay for the resulting
decrease in milk production. The victims received nothing.
The Ombudsman also wanted to know why Verburg refused
to announce which dairy farms were infected. Members of the
public could have protected themselves by staying away from
the farms. Verburg had always said that making the precise
locations known ‘didn’t provide added value for public health’.

In a 2020 reconstruction, Omroep Brabant made clear that in
the first two years of the Q fever crisis, the only interests that
counted were economic interests. ‘After the Q fever outbreak
in 2007, all was quiet once more, but the epidemic repeated
itself less than a year later. The Netherlands is unique in that
respect: other countries find the source and neutralise it. Here,
we dawdle and have a Ministry of Agriculture that denies that
there is a problem in the first place. The public image of the
goat dairy farm industry seems to take precedence over public
health.’

Roel Coutinho, the former director for the Centre for Infec-
tious Disease Control from the National Institute for Public
Health and the Environment, or RIVM, confessed to the inves-
tigative journalism platform Follow the Money that the finan-
cial interests of the goat dairy industry tipped the scales. ‘The
Ministry of Agriculture has never admitted it out loud, but it’s
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a logical approach to, for each measure, weigh the benefits
for public health against the costs for the sector and society
at large. Back then, this was discussed among the Directo-
rate-Generals of the Ministries of Health and Agriculture; the
ministers themselves were not involved. And the Ministry of
Agriculture was showing passive resistance. Time and time
again, we were asked the question of whether the goats really
were responsible.’

In late 2009, over two years after the initial Q fever outbreak
in Herpen, Verburg ordered the slaughter of goats. The number
of goats in the Netherlands had risen explosively in the years
preceding that decision. The Van Dijk committee responsi-
ble for investigating the Q fever tragedy in 2010 later made
minced meat of the Ministry of Agriculture’s approach. The
report indicated that the Ministry of Health was in support of
an entirely different approach at the time: ‘For the Ministry
of Health, the knowledge that goats and sheep were the most
common source of Q fever outbreaks amongst humans was
sufficient basis for the initial interventions,” Van Dijk wrote.
‘The Ministry of Agriculture continued to point out a lack of
scientific evidence supporting a causal relationship (...). That
both ministries stuck to these principally different approaches
had a delaying effect on implementing measures and sent a
‘contradictory’ message to the outside world and their com-
munication to stakeholders.

Van Dijk was highly critical of their strategy of waiting until
new evidence turned up. The indications that this lethal bac-
teria originated from the goat dairy industry piled up after
2007. ‘The Ministry of Agriculture’s approach was led for a
long time by the perception that Coxiella burnetii bacteria
are present in the environment at large and that that single
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fact sufficiently explained the human Q fever infections. This
hypothesis no longer proved tenable when in the years after
2007, increasing numbers of Q fever cases among humans
presented themselves in comparison to previous years, some-
thing for which this hypothesis had no explanation.’

The committee was also damning in condemning the Minis-
try’s failure to publicise the locations of infected businesses.
‘The argument of corporate privacy cannot take precedent
over a proportional approach to public health issues, and cer-
tainly not in an approach based on the precautionary princi-
ple.” The consequences of protecting dairy farmers’ interests:
people near goat farms were at great risk but didn’t know it
and couldn’t do anything to protect themselves.

In late 2009, Marianne Thieme reproached Minister Verburg’s
performance as an act of ‘culpable homicide’. That kicked up
quite a bit of dust. Until then, the Ministry of Agriculture’s
tactic of sowing doubt and ‘waiting’ for new evidence had
worked well. With the exception of the Socialist Party (SP), we
received practically no political support and the weighty words
used by Marianne were met with incomprehension. The Party
for the Animals’ questions were the reason why goat farmers’
children were being bullied at school, they replied. It was a
targeted intimidation ploy.

Nonetheless, the Party for the Animals was not entirely left
in the cold. Dick Veerman, editor-in-chief of the online mag-
azine Foodlog, firmly stood behind Marianne’s words. ‘Thieme
is absolutely right. The specialised knowledge from experts
in the field was not taken seriously. Any advice was brushed
aside. Now panic has broken out, and the situation has spi-
ralled out of control when all this could initially have been
avoided.’
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However, very little was learned from these political lessons.
After the 2009 intervention, the breeding and transport ban
on goats and sheep was quickly lifted again in 2010 by Min-
ister Verburg so that the empty stables could be filled up once
more. In 2012, the Minister of Health, Edith Schippers (VVD),
saw no reason to curb the continued growth of the dairy goat
industry. ‘Monitoring’ would mitigate the risks. Because of
the political choices made by both officials, the goat popula-
tion in the Netherlands increased from 350,000 to 400,000
between 2008 and 2012. In 2020, that number had risen to
over 630,000, six times as many goats as at the start of this
century.

The Van Dijk committee submitted a series of suggestions to
prevent a repeat of the Q fever fiasco. The most important
recommendation: act according to the precautionary princi-
ple. Don’t wait endlessly for scientific evidence, but intervene
when there is a strong indication that public health could be
endangered by a virus originating in the livestock industry. And
the second recommendation: make sure that the Ministry of
Health has the power to overrule when it comes to dealing with
zoonotic diseases. That is a term that is not used much outside
of The Hague, but it is an important one nonetheless. It means
that the Ministries of Agriculture and Health should both be
involved in combating a zoonotic disease, but that from now
on, it should be crystal clear who has the final say: the Ministry
of Health. It may sound like a subtlety, but in practice, it's a
matter of night and day - and it’s a critical difference. In times
of health crisis, the officials representing a ministry that serves
the general interests of its people should have a greater say than
the officials from the Ministry of Agriculture. From time imme-
morial, those officials have only ever been interested in serving
the livestock industry’s commercial interests.
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People who deal with the Ministry of Agriculture for the first
time are often surprised at how deeply the interests of the
ministry and the ‘sector’ are intertwined. Roel Coutinho, the
former director of the Centre for Infectious Disease Control,
had lost that naivety very quickly as the 2000s drew to an end.
According to Coutinho, the industry’s interests were always
the elephant in the room during discussions with the Ministry
of Agriculture regarding Q fever.

Gert van Dijk, after whom the 2010 committee was named,
sighed at the beginning of the coronavirus crisis during an
interview with De Groene Amsterdammer that nothing had
changed in the past ten years. ‘When we submitted our
report, everyone was very enthusiastic. But the recommenda-
tions were never carried through. I have the impression that
they thought: do we have to make all this official? Surely we'll
come to an agreement among ourselves next time. We have
been lucky that there hasn’t been a new major Q fever out-
break since.

Van Dijk added: ‘Corona has shown us: once it’s there, we're
all too late. You must be prepared. And we're not. You never
know where or when a new outbreak will take place. And
that’s why you need to be perfectly clear beforehand about
who is responsible for tackling the issue. But the responsibili-
ties are still divided between the Ministries of Agriculture and
Health. So if another outbreak occurs, we're back to an ugly
tug-of-war between the interests of farmers and residents with
vague health complaints.”

In the same month that this interview with Van Dijk was

published, Noord Brabant was given the dubious honour of
having the first coronavirus infection found in mink. It was
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also the world’s first case of COVID in the livestock industry.
And it had to be in the Netherlands, of course.
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PANIC AT
THE MEAT FACTORY

I he biggest question has always been: which interest takes
precedent when there are issues in the livestock and meat
industry?

During the first wave of the coronavirus crisis, our gaze was
often focused on Germany. Initially, when things went well
and later, when things went wrong. And the first place it all
went wrong was in the slaughterhouses.

‘Almost 1,300 coronavirus infections have been recorded
at the largest meat-processing plant in Germany, Tonnies,’
news channel BNR announced on 22 June 2020. ‘This out-
break exposes the terrible labour conditions of employees.
The German political scene demands an explanation.” Cor-
respondent Derk Marseille explained why the corporation
was under such heavy fire. ‘Ténnies works with a lot of sub-
contractors. They had no idea who was working in their pro-
duction halls.” According to Marseille, a large portion of the
employees, in particular workers from Romania and Bulgaria,
had to continue working throughout the coronavirus crisis. ‘It
was never apparent what the working conditions were like at
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the slaughterhouses, but the coronavirus outbreak has made
clear how abysmal labour conditions are.” Keep slaughtering
until everyone works themselves to death, owner and billion-
aire Clemens Tonnies must have thought. After the Tonnies
outbreak, the German state of North Rhine-Westphalia felt
it needed to implement drastic measures in and around the
town of Giitersloh. Hundreds of thousands of people were
forced into lockdown.

In the Netherlands too, things started to go seriously wrong
in slaughterhouses. On 13 April, the first employee at Vion in
Boxtel passed away from COVID. At one point, a quarter of
the employees at Vion in Groenlo tested positive all at once.
The Regional Safety chairman ordered the slaughterhouse to
close its doors immediately on 25 May. Two days later, police
hermetically sealed off another Vion slaughterhouse, in Apel-
doorn, after the business failed to comply with COVID regu-
lations. Various media reported that employees who had been
sent home from Vion in Groenlo earlier that week were now
working at the slaughterhouse in Apeldoorn. No quarantine
for employees of the largest slaughterhouse in the Nether-
lands. As cool as you please, Vion added fuel to the fire of
COVID hotbeds across the country.

And this is not only a Dutch, German or European story. A
correspondent from the Dutch newspaper NRC, Bas Blokker,
visited a village in Ohio for one of his podcasts because of
‘one of the more surprising manifestations of this epidemic,
namely that every town with a large meat-processing factory
in the US has a relatively high concentration of COVID cases.’
The village that he visited, Columbus Junction, was a scene
straight from a Western movie where ‘everything revolved
around meat’, 270 people who worked at the meat-process-
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ing giant in the village had been infected. Blokker says in his
podcast: ‘The general degree of contamination among meat
factory employees is 18 per cent, compared to 0.3 per cent in
all of America.’

Society keeps its slaughterhouses hidden on anonymous
industrial estates whenever possible. The intercity train
running from Den Bosch to Eindhoven whizzes past the biggest
slaughterhouse in the Netherlands in Boxtel, but unsuspect-
ing train travellers will not recognise it as such. On the other
side of the building, the only clue to what goes on in this giant
hall is the long rows of waiting lorries stuffed with pigs.

‘If slaughterhouses had glass walls, everyone would be veg-
etarian.’ It is an iconic quote that Paul McCartney repeated
once more in a film for the animal rights organisation PETA.
The ex-Beatle was referring to the gruesome end animals
meet in slaughterhouses. But the slaughterhouses are hell for
people too.

Just like most people don’t want to know what happens to
the animals in slaughterhouses, so do most people turn away
from the fate of the employees. Every day, dozens of vans
drop migrant workers from Central and Eastern Europe off
at the gates of the slaughterhouses, meat-processing facto-
ries that are practically identical to any other ‘real’ factory,
except for the death, blood and stench everywhere. Working
in slaughterhouses is dangerous because of the sharp knives.
It is monotonous as you repeat the same actions over and over
again for hours at a stretch. And it is harrowing as you hear
the death cries of the animals.

There was one positive side to the COVID infections in the

slaughterhouses. Sudd