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Curtailing Factory-Farm Cruelty: The Power 
of Civil Litigation 
Introduction
Legal Impact for Chickens (LIC) is a litigation nonprofit based in San Francisco, 
California. Its mission is to make factory-farm cruelty a liability by bringing strategic 
lawsuits for chickens and other farmed animals.1  

Though a young organization, LIC has made an impact on the fight for animal 
rights. Its endeavors have shed light on the cruelty of factory farming and pressured 
companies to improve the conditions of their animals. LIC works to end cruelty to 
farmed animals through civil litigation. It hopes to become a leading force in the 
animal rights movement.

Factory-Farm Cruelty is a Liability for Businesses
Factory farming involves confining animals in large, crowded spaces, and often 
subjecting them to inhumane treatment.2  This practice not only is harmful to the 
animals, but also can be a liability for businesses that engage in it.

Factory-farm cruelty can lead to lawsuits from animal rights activists and consumers. 
In recent years, there have been a number of lawsuits against industrial animal 
agriculture facilities for animal cruelty. These lawsuits have the potential to result in 
large fines and other penalties for the businesses involved.

For example, in 2008, the Humane Society of the United States (HSUS) sued 
Hallmark Meat Packing Company and Westland Meat Company under the False 
Claims Act. Specifically, Hallmark and Westland supplied beef to the National School 
Lunch Program, and HSUS contended that the companies were abusing cows in 
violation of their contracts.3  The DOJ intervened in the civil action in 2009.4  The 
implicated companies and individuals agreed to settle the animal cruelty charges. 
In 2012, Donald Hallmark Sr. and Donald Hallmark Jr. agreed to pay $304,130. In 
2013, Westland agreed to enter a $155.68 million consent judgment, and Westland’s 
owner agreed to pay $240,000.5

Additionally, in 2012, Animal Outlook (formerly known as Compassion Over Killing) 
filed a lawsuit against Cal-Cruz Hatchery for unlawful animal cruelty in violation 
of the California Business and Professions Code. A few months after filing suit, 
the parties reached a settlement, prohibiting Cal-Cruz and its owner from ever 
possessing any animals.6
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More recently, in 2021, the Animal Legal Defense Fund filed a False 
Claims Act lawsuit against Holden Farms, a Minnesota pig breeding 
facility, alleging that the company had committed animal cruelty and 
other violations of the law. The lawsuit is still ongoing, but could result 
in large fines for Holden Farms if successful.7

Factory-farm cruelty can also damage a business’s reputation. 
Consumers are increasingly aware of the practices that are used 
in factory farming, and they are less likely to buy products from 
businesses that they believe are mistreating animals.8  

In addition to the legal and financial risks, factory-farm cruelty can 
also have a negative impact on the morale of employees. Workers who are involved 
in the mistreatment of animals may experience stress, anxiety, and depression. This 
can lead to turnover and other problems for the business.

This article focuses specifically on the impact civil litigation has on the animal 
agriculture industry. To reduce their risk of liability, businesses may begin adopting 
higher welfare standards, investing in more humane farming practices, ensuring their 
suppliers are meeting high animal welfare standards, educating their employees 
about animal welfare, and being transparent about their animal welfare practices. 

The Impact of Private Civil Litigation
Civil litigation can be a powerful tool for improving the welfare of farmed animals. 
Even if a lawsuit does not result in a win, it can still raise awareness of cruelty and 
pressure companies to change their practices.

A successful lawsuit can establish a legal precedent that can benefit animals in 
various states. For example, if a court in New Mexico holds that a certain factory-
farming practice is illegal, that decision can be cited as precedent in other cases in 
New Mexico, and in other states with similar laws. This can help to chip away at the 
legal impunity that factory farms have previously enjoyed and make it more difficult 
for them to get away with cruelty to animals.

In addition, a successful lawsuit could have a chilling effect to stop cruelty in the 
meat, dairy, and egg industries. Companies may be deterred from engaging in 
cruel and inhumane practices if they know that they could be held accountable for 
their actions.

Of course, the impact of private civil litigation will vary depending on the specific case. 
However, it is a valuable tool that can be used to protect animals on factory farms.
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LIC’s Impact
The Costco Case
In 2022, LIC represented two Costco shareholders in a derivative lawsuit against 
Costco executives, alleging that the executives caused the company to neglect and 
abandon chickens.9  Specifically, the complaint alleged that many of Costco’s young, 
disabled birds were unable to reach food or water, and that the company failed 
to provide them with individualized medical care. The complaint accused Costco’s 
executives of violating their fiduciary duty to act lawfully.10  

The lawsuit garnered significant media attention and heightened public awareness 
of factory-farm cruelty.11 Despite the court’s dismissal of the case, the judge 
acknowledged the potential merits of such lawsuits and left open the possibility that 
the shareholders could file a formal demand upon Costco’s board to address the 
treatment of Costco’s chickens.

On July 1, 2023, LIC filed a formal demand upon Costco’s board, on behalf of the 
two shareholders.12 The shareholders demanded a realistic plan to ensure all Costco 
birds can reach water and food. As of August 15, 2023, Costco’s board stated that 
it formed a Board committee to review and investigate the demand’s allegations.

The Costco case provides a novel example of how shareholder litigation can be 
used to enforce animal cruelty laws on behalf of farmed animals. This approach 
should be considered as a potential avenue in future cases of farmed-animal cruelty.

The Case Farms Case
In May 2023, LIC filed another lawsuit, this time against Case Farms, a major poultry 
integrator. The complaint alleges that Case Farms has engaged in a pattern of gross 
mismanagement and cruelty toward newborn chicks at its hatchery in Morganton, 
North Carolina.13 

Specifically, LIC is suing Case Farms for illegal cruelty under North Carolina law, 
alleging that Case Farms engages in “intentional, affirmative, and reckless acts 
of neglect and extreme violence” against the chickens under its care and control. 
These actions violate the guidelines of the National Chicken Council, a group of 
which Case Farms is a member.

The lawsuit is based on a 2021 undercover investigation by animal advocacy group 
Animal Outlook.14 The investigation revealed that Case Farms was knowingly operating 
faulty equipment, including a machine piston that repeatedly smashes chicks to death, 
and a dangerous metal conveyor belt that traps and kills young birds. The investigation 
also found that Case Farms employees routinely abuse chicks, including throwing and 
stepping on them. Animal Outlook has joined LIC as co-counsel in the suit. 
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LIC seeks a permanent injunction to prevent further cruelty and irreparable harm to 
the chicks born at Case Farms’ facilities.

The Case Farms lawsuit is still pending, but it has already generated media attention 

and is raising awareness of the issue of factory-farm cruelty.15   

Rural King
While LIC is actively pursuing its next legal case, litigation is not the only way that 
LIC has made a difference. 

On August 7, 2023, LIC sent a cease-and-desist letter to Rural King, a chain of 
farm and home supply stores with over 130 locations in 13 states.16  The letter 
accused Rural King of mistreating chicks at a West Virginia store by repeatedly 
using incorrect, adult-only waterers for the young birds. This resulted in many chicks 
going without water, suffering, and dying. LIC also had reason to believe that the 
cruelty may not have been unique to this one location, but rather was part of a 
broader pattern across multiple stores.

Rural King responded to the letter on August 15, 2023, stating that it would begin 
“performing ‘in person’ random audits at Rural King locations to ensure” appropriate 
animal care.17  LIC’s source on the ground has also confirmed that the West Virginia store 
in question has now finally switched to the correct waterers. This change is expected to 
save many lives, not only at this one store, but also at other Rural King locations.

Conclusion
LIC is not the only organization that is bringing private civil litigation for farmed 
animals. In recent years; there have been a number of lawsuits against meat, dairy, 
and egg companies. These lawsuits are sending the message that cruelty is a 
liability and are helping to hold these companies accountable.

Private civil litigation is an important tool for protecting animals on factory farms. It is 
a way to force companies to answer for and change their practices. It is also a way 
to raise awareness of the issue of factory-farm cruelty and to encourage people to 
make more compassionate choices about the food they eat. 
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