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Democracy in Action

In 1991, Sir Richard Body, a Conservative MP introduced a Parliamentary Bill to end the use of dry sow stalls in pig farming.
  These narrow crates, which are so small that pigs are unable to turn around or take more than one step back or forward, house pigs throughout their 16-week pregnancy.  Sows may additionally be tethered inside the stall.
  Pigs are social creatures and thrive in company.  Sow stalls isolate pigs for months at a time leaving them stressed and lonely.  Inside the stalls, there is no comfort for the pregnant animal and nothing to allay the boredom and frustration.  In the wild, pigs walk miles in search of leaves, twigs and straw with which to build a nest to birth in.  These instincts like all others are thwarted in the sow stalls.
  Richard Body represented pig farmers when he introduced the 1991 Bill.  He wanted to see higher welfare standards in the UK and to encourage farmers who cared for their pigs to continue in the business rather than give in to the huge impersonal style of farming where it was common to see 1,000 pigs in one farm.

The day the Bill was due to be debated and a vote taken, another MP “talked it out”.  This is a process by which politicians (either individually or with the backing of others) stands up and talks for as long as they can get away with in order to waste time.  Tempers flared in the House of Commons as MPs committed to ending unnecessary and unkind practices in British farming realised the Bill had been deliberately scuttled.

In this instance the Bill failed but a compromise Bill did go through and outlawed the sow stall from 1998.  But it also allowed the importation of tonnes of pig meat from countries like Holland and Denmark where sow stalls continued to imprison thousands of animals.
  And, of course, it meant that British pigs were forced to live that way for another seven years.
  Since the date where British MPs sabotaged this Bill, Europe has caught up and tethering sows inside stalls will be made illegal in 2006.  The stall itself will be illegal from 2013,
 twenty-two years after Richard Body’s Bill was introduced.

Your MP is supposed to represent you and the example of the sow stalls shows how a single MP can scupper the will of his or her constituents and Parliament as a whole.  This is why we should consider our parliamentary candidates carefully before voting them into power.

Here are the Web addresses for the main political parties:

www.conservatives.com
The Conservatives

www.greenparty.org.uk
The Green Party



www.labour.org.uk

The Labour Party

www.libdems.org.uk

The Liberal Democrats

www.plaidcymru.org
Plaid Cymru

www.snp.org.uk

The Scottish National Party

Contact a representative from at least two political parties about an animal issue that you feel strongly about.  Tell them that as a future voter you are hoping to find a party who represents your feelings in this area.  It may be that you contact your own MP (contact details are given on their party Web site) or visit www.parliament.uk and search the directories.  Or you may contact the party headquarters for their policies.  You can phone, email, fax or write a letter.

When you receive the replies, consider them carefully.  Do any of the replies convince you that this is the party to represent your views?  Has this convinced you a) to vote b) to vote for a particular party or c) not to vote at all?  Were issues of importance to you treated with respect and consideration?  Do you believe that your views were taken seriously?  Have you found a party who can represent your views on at least one issue of importance to you?
Remember that individuals do not always follow the party line but knowing what the party line is will help when deciding who to vote for. 

Write an essay detailing why you chose the particular issue, whether any party allays your fears on this issue and whether you would cast your vote because of what you have learned in this process.
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