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How to Protect Your Farm from 
Undercover Activists 
By Dr. Michael Payne, UC Davis, School of Veterinary Medicine and Director, CDQAP

It’s a common strategy for animal rights 
organizations to have individuals go “undercover” 
on farms to record videos that are taken out 
of context, stage scenes of mistreatment, or to 
encourage abuse and record it without intervening. 
Such misrepresentations have included difficult 
deliveries, appropriate use of hip lifts, and singeing 
udder hair. 
Over the last several years, more than a dozen 
California dairies have received employment applications from undercover 
animal rights activists. In 2018, one activist discussed employment with 
several San Joaquin Valley producers, switching license plates in between 
stops. The fraudulent trespasses increased, eventually becoming so frequent 
that the Fresno County Sherriff ’s Department put out an all-state advisory 
to law enforcement. 
In September of 2020, a PETA activist, who had previously recorded 
undercover video at an Indiana duck farm, made employment inquiries at 
more than a dozen North Bay and Ferndale dairies. Last year, one southern 
California dairy was startled to learn that they had unwittingly hired an 
activist and were sued in state court for animal cruelty by the employee’s 
parent organization. The lawsuit was quickly dismissed for lack of standing, 
but the warning to producers is clear: it’s worth the time to investigate 
potential new hires.   
In addition to employing conventional best hiring practices, there are 
several ways to help ensure applicants are who they are representing 
themselves to be: 
Application References: It is vital that all references provided by an 
applicant be checked. Never call a cell phone for an employee reference; 
always dial the company directly (at a number verified on the internet) 
and ask to be transferred to the reference. References that are not available 
during working hours or that cannot confidently provide an applicant’s 
work history, dates of service, and work responsibilities should be 
considered a red flag.
Employee Interview: Do the applicant’s history and responses make 
sense? Are they overly educated for the job? People looking for a “lifestyle 
change” rarely apply for farm labor. Be cautious of individuals who present 
a college ID, have out-of-state license plates, or are looking for short-term 
work. During the interview, look for answers that seem overly rehearsed or 
include incorrect use of farm terminology. If something seems not right, 
trust your gut! 
Online/ Social Media: The internet is a quick and inexpensive way 
producers can expand their background check. An applicant’s social media 
profile should be scrutinized, including Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and 
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Winter Modifications 
and Cleaning
By Deanne Meyer, Ph.D., Livestock Waste Management 
Specialist, UC Davis, Department of Animal Science, 
UC ANR

This hasn’t been an average winter. Producers 
either have had no rain or lots of rain. Crops 
are nearing harvest or still quite small.  
Everyone has worked to keep COVID at bay. 

Full ponds?  If your ponds are full, divert as 
much clean rain runoff away from ponds.  
This water can be discharged to fields if 
needed. Irrigate when opportunities exist 
(that means your Nutrient Management Plan 
suggests crops need nutrients AND fields 
aren’t saturated).  As day length increases, 
sun, wind, and the growing winter crop 
will absorb soil moisture and nutrients at 
increasing rates. This may provide windows of 
opportunity for irrigating. If you were under 
a cloudburst, sample your liquid manure 
to verify nutrient content. Check in with 
your nutrient management/crop consultant 
to check for additional suggestions. Lastly, 
remember that the General Order WDR 
requires sampling any off-property discharge 
water (from your crop fields, pasture, or the 
production area) that may include manure 
nutrients. 

Fly control in winter? Winter is the time that 
manure may accumulate under fence lines. 
Knocking down fence line manure prevents 
fly habitat as temperatures warm. Almond 
shells and rice hulls are the most common 
additions to corrals to improve footing for 
animals and minimize muddy areas during 
winter. Break-up areas with accumulated 
organic matter. Also, clean curbs and other 
areas where manure accumulates. Watch the 
temperature and contact your fly control 
team before temperatures inch up. For 
more information on fly management visit 
CDQAP’s Dairy Fly Control and Your Bottom 
Line webpage.  

Dairy Fly Control & Your Bottom Line
Available at https://cdqap.org/ruminations

https://nationaldairyfarm.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/2019-HR-Manual-Web.pdf
https://cdqap.org/ruminations/dairy-fly-control-and-your-bottom-line/
https://cdqap.org/ruminations/dairy-fly-control-and-your-bottom-line/
https://cdqap.org/ruminations/dairy-fly-control-and-your-bottom-line/
https://cdqap.org/ruminations/vigilance-in-hiring-protecting-the-farm-from-undercover-activists/
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Instagram, as well as any websites or blogs. Undercover activists have been identified because they used their own name on 
activist sites. A young, computer-savvy applicate with little or no online presence should be cause for concern.
Commercial Background Checks: Many private companies perform background checks for a fee. Cost is highly variable, but 
may be as little as $20 or more than $100. Some companies are maintained on retainer, and producers should check with their 
legal office or human resources company to see if they can access background check services through them for free or at a 
reduced cost.
Animal Ag Alliance: The Animal Ag Alliance monitors and tracks 
criminal activities of known animal activist members. Inquire 
with your trade group or processor to help facilitate contacting the 
Alliance. The organization also has some public resources including 
tips to help guard against hiring undercover activists.  
For more detailed information on the types of activities utilized by 
activists and how you can protect your operation, visit CDQAP’s 
new webpage Vigilance in Hiring: Protecting the Farm from 
Undercover Activists.  

How to Protect Your Farm from Undercover Activists (continued) 

Watch This! Complementing Flush Manure Systems to Manage Solids & 
Increase Solids Exports 
A variety of technologies and 
strategies have been funded through 
the California Department of Food 
and Agriculture's Alternative Manure 
Management Program (AMMP) 
since 2017. Learn first-hand from 
peer dairy farmers as they discuss 
the solutions they've implemented to 
improve manure management on their 
operations. 

Watch the webinar video recording 
to learn about the manure vacuum 
projects implemented at Robert Gioletti 
& Sons Dairy in Turlock and Wilgenburg West Dairy in Hanford. 
Dairy producers, Justin  Gioleti, Devin Gioletti, and Lucas 
Wilgenburg share their experiences and answer questions.  Stay 
tuned for more information about upcoming webinars. 

Protecting the Farm from Undercover Activists
Available at https://cdqap.org/ruminations

Watch the Recording
Available at https://cdqap.org/ammp-outreach-project

Want More Videos?
Learn from dairy producers, regulators, scientists, and other experts who spoke throughout 20+ sessions during the virtual 
California Dairy Sustainability Summit this past fall. All the recordings are available here. 
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