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1. Statement of Position
My position is that the Australian animal agriculture industry does not require operational oversight by
moralist vigilantes and activists in order to ensure best practices are kept.
I believe that the impact of animal rights activism is harmful to farmers; the agriculture industry and
society at large; and importantly, the animals it claims to speak for.
I believe that farming of livestock is a natural and proper undertaking and that is in no way morally
conflicted. I believe that farmers are duty bound to provide the best practicable care for their livestock.
I also believe that those who commit crime should be appropriately punished.

2. Introduction
My name is John Gommans. My family have been dairy farming for many generations and I now own
farms in Australia and New Zealand. I attained a Bachelor of Agricultural Science in Animal Production &
Environmental Science from Massey University in 1980, and a postgraduate qualification in Business
Management from Monash University. I have consulted for two major multinational dairy companies
and various private enterprises on projects internationally. I have over 50 years of experience in the
dairy industry.

3. Existing Regulatory Systems
Our farms are monitored by several regulatory authorities which ensure that our farming operations are
done so in a manner that conforms to public expectations of animal welfare, environmental
responsibility and food safety.
Dairy Food Safety Victoria (DFSV) regulates the entire dairy production chain, starting with farms. Our
farms are audited and licensed to operate annually. This certification is conditional on the standards of
animal health, hygiene, site cleanliness and quality control systems being met. A failure to conform to
their standards will result in cessation of trading.
Agriculture Victoria and Department of Primary Industries (DPI) regulate animal welfare and the
environment. These government organisations are lawfully entitled to enter a farm unannounced and at
their discretion. They are the first point of contact for public concerns regarding animal welfare,
environmental impacts and so on.
The local BawBaw shire and the RSPCA monitor our farms as well and are also legally entitled to enter
and enforce standards.
By choice, one of our own farms is opened to the public for viewing, therefore we were monitored in no
small capacity directly by the public. Farms are not secretive organisations, and in fact most are clearly
visible from the road. Farm and food processing industries are also subject to legislation and quality
oversight and are also fully transparent in their activities, generally advertising their services to the
fullest extent.
The standards that are applied to the livestock industry by these bodies are available to public for
scrutiny and objection. These standards were developed in front of, and in consultation with, the public
and appropriately qualified people.
These organisations are not closed societies and are open to any individual with sufficient qualification
or experience to join and operate under.
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It is my position that the combination and coverage of these regulatory bodies is sufficient to ensure
that the high standards of animal welfare that Australia expects from primary producers are met. I do
not agree that Australia is in need of ‘leaderless’, disorganised, uncontrolled surveillance by anonymous
vigilantes who operate outside the bounds of law. In fact, my position is that this is an objectively bad
idea. Australia has a functional system for monitoring and maintaining animal agriculture standards.
There is absolutely no requirement to institute an additional regulatory system based on civil
disobedience by vigilantes.

4. Personal Experience with Activists
4.1. Caldermeade Farm & Café Protest
In October 2018 Animal Rights Activist (ARA) protesters came to our farm at Caldermeade.
We own and operate a farm and café that is opened to the public. All staff were upset by this event and
subsequently two staff resigned, citing not wanting to work where such protests might occur. Several
families of patrons were turned away and milking was disrupted. I recall that one of the protesters
spoke freely about disagreeing with us having the kids in the petting area – he demanded they be
handed over.

Figure 1 Screenshot from activist Facebook page, showing a few of the protesters in front of Caldermeade Farm & Cafe
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Figure 2 Screenshot from activist Facebook page, showing protesters disrupting dairy operation

Over the next two nights 3 kids and 2 calves were stolen. From those thefts, we posted our story on
Facebook and were surprised by how many other livestock farmers reached out to share similar
experiences. All manner of farmers, anyone in the livestock industry was being attacked, both on social
media and in a real sense. Farms invaded, stock stolen, stock let out, horse riders abused, beehives
kicked over, sheep and lambs stolen, goats, properties photographed; all were targets. As an example,
one chicken farmer reported to us that activists had broken in at night and turned off air conditioning
systems resulting in the smothering of at least 300 birds.
In response we invested in security cameras, about $20,000 across our farms, to capture the day when
the inevitable would happen. Interestingly, we have observed people coming into our farm and
photographing security, showing that these invasions and thefts are organised and planned activities.

4.2. The Gippy Goat Café Invasion
December 2018, 70 activists came to the farm early in the morning under the pretence of “liberating
some lives”. At the very beginning of their disruption, two goats and one lamb were removed from our
pens at the farm, loaded into domestic vehicles and transported to the pens of the activists’ farms and
houses.
All three stolen animals were companion animals who were perfectly healthy and showed absolutely no
sign of mistreatment. The activists livestreamed the event to Facebook, showing their actions, faces and
their cars.
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Figure 3 Stills taken from activist livestream footage, showing activists removing 3 animals from the petting area and loading
them into an SUV

Figure 4 Still taken from security footage, showing activists removing animals from the petting area

The activists then proceeded to the dairy where milking was underway, where they took photos and
video of themselves holding signs in front of the herd. At this point, they noticed a goat with a sore foot.
This was viewed as a reasonable excuse to remove the goat from the farm, despite being informed that
the goat was under treatment by our site veterinarian. The goat was caught by activists and loaded into
another SUV. The activists subsequently named her ‘Angel’, made many claims of her ill health including
that she was terminally ill and needed to be put down. When she was eventually recovered with her
movement identification tags removed, her claimed condition was proven to be a complete fabrication.
The same goat was subsequently stolen again in January and at this time her condition and whereabouts
are unknown, though Ms. Garrett (activist spokesperson) has proclaimed on national television that she
knew ‘[Angel] is safe’.
The police on the day were obviously hugely outnumbered with the activists using this to good effect.

5
5 of 16

AA SUBMISSION 278

4.3. Harassment & Trial by Social Media
After the theft the Gippy Goat Café’s Facebook page was subjected to an on-line harassment strategy
where 100’s if not 1000’s of vilifying social media posts and private messages were sent to our
customers, family members and associates as well as harassing calls to the café. Posts and messages
were made under fake accounts and pseudonyms in order to hide themselves from personal
accountability.
The Gippy Goat Café’s normally quiet Facebook page experienced an overwhelming influx of visitors.
Our first reaction post after the invasion reached over 600,000 people and also received over 600,000
engagements within days. We found that by far most reactions and comments were supportive or
expressed surprise and anger. A small number of individuals from the activist community quickly joined
in and started posting animal rights and vegan media, with some choosing to spam the same text,
images and links dozens of times over. Moderating the stream of offensive content was stressful and
time consuming for my family.

Figure 8 A screenshot of our first reaction post and analytics, showing the extent of public reaction.
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Figure 9 Screenshot of Gippy Goat Cafe's Facebook page, showing large influx of visitors at the time of the invasion.

I must point out here that the café was a different business under different ownership from the farm,
yet the activists chose to torment the café until its closure.
Customers who had posted lovely photos of their family’s experience on our page were directly targeted
with abusive messages, leading to all visitor posts being removed by their owners.

Figure 10 Activists use Facebook and other web platforms to coordinate a harassment campaign against café and staff.

Our café staff were subjected to a daily stream of phone calls, asking why they were abusing animals
and so on. The phone calls were coordinated through a Facebook event, where activists could discuss
and register themselves as taking part. Phone calls were made using burner phones and Telstra’s caller
ID blocking function, and we were unable to effectively deal with the harassment. Ultimately,
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considering our experience in personally receiving abusive phone calls from the animal activist
community (threatening ourselves, our family and our staff), in conjunction with the reduction in
patronage that resulted from the ARA actions, we decided that we could not ask staff to work under
those conditions. This led to the closure of the café.

4.4. Judicial Process & Response
The theft of 3 goats and a lamb along with the acceptance of responsibility led to the sensible and
responsible police response. Equally the confession, the clarity of the footage, the trespass and refusal
to depart, the police presence, the recovery of two of the animals in activist custody, evidence found in
the activists’ homes, all led us to believe that the courts would apply the law in a meaningful and proper
way. This was not the case.
Eight people had warrants made out, 3 were charged in Morwell, 3 went to court elsewhere and 2 went
into hiding but were subsequently found at the April Rally in Melbourne. The 3 at Morwell all pleaded
guilty, but still got to have their say about us in court while we were afforded no opportunity to dispel
their lies. It is my recollection that the 3 all stated they had never done anything like this before, that
they had never been in trouble with the police before, and that they were caught up in the passion of
the moment seeing the animal abuse. In my view these were lies to the court, which the prosecution
was unable to refute, and the magistrate believed without adequately testing their claims.
After that the sentences were handed down, and as we now all know it was to be discharged without
conviction. Compensation of $250 was awarded for the loss of $2000 worth of stock with 6 months to
pay. Fines of $1 were applied to the breaches of biosecurity, removal of tags and failure to comply with
police directions for only one of the offenders
To date I have received no compensation. In my view the extreme leniency afforded to the activists
merely emboldens them to commit further crimes.

Figure 11 Activists taunt & celebrate on the ride home from their court hearing

The protest and subsequent social media activity sparked interest by local and national news.
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Figure 12 Headline image courtesy of The Weekly Times
https://www.weeklytimesnow.com.au/news/victoria/activist-fined-1-for-breaking-biosecurity-laws-in-gippy-goat-theft/newsstory/884e086c9309f3097c7bdcab273c1fed

We were disappointed in the prosecutions sought by Agriculture Victoria and Police. We had been led to
believe that there were a greater number of charges and penalties that could have been laid. Agriculture
Victoria had advised us that they were looking at a number of fines related to various livestock acts, but
in my view, they did not employ all the tools at their disposal, and certainly did not prosecute with any
vigour.
We were told by the police that the judiciary has little appetite to prosecute young people because it
may impact their future. Unfortunately, this means we are now teaching young people that they can
break the law with impunity and with little regard for their future. Surely teaching people not to break
the law would lead to a better society. By issuing token fines and/or good behaviour bonds, I feel that
the judiciary is effectively sanctioning illegal behaviour.

4.5. Psychological Effects
Our staff refer to the event as ‘the invasion’. They describe feeling violated by the activists and were
devastated by the theft of the animals that they cared for. The subsequent battering on social media has
preyed on the minds of us, our family, our staff, their families and the wider rural community. The
continual worry about the threat of further attack and that we may be subject to further trial by social
media using heavily edited and biased footage, unsubstantiated accusations and blatant lies, is
burdensome. We received many tips in person and through private message, and all requested to
remain anonymous due to fear of retribution and harassment by activists.
The aggressive and sometimes visceral response of the rural community to the Gippy Goat protest is
evidence of the genuine fear and opposition to the activists.

5. Analysis of Animal Rights Activists
It is my recommendation that the Victorian government does not offer protection to animal rights
activist activities or entertain their demands.
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5.1. Motivations of Animal Rights Movement
ARA groups have demanded that they take control of educating the Australian public about food
production. They have demanded that their media is shown in schools and government, as well as linked
by government websites. Their media is presented as revelatory information that the animal agriculture
industry is trying to keep secret, however this is false. While many in the public may not be aware of all
aspects of food production, and potentially find it confronting and powerful enough to alter their
spending habits, it is not a secret. It is important to note that both livestock farming and vegan farming
has an impact on nature, the environment and other species.
If any public education program is found to be needed, it should be based on facts and science. The
activist position is based on moral dogma. They firmly believe that any and all forms of animal
husbandry are abuse, inherently cruel, unethical and should be abolished.
The ultimate goal of these groups to force the transition to a purely vegan society. In their utopian vision
for society, there are no domesticated animals, no pets, no service animals, no products derived from
animals such as textiles, medicines, vaccines, plastics, cash, paint, glues, the list is endless. The activist
would have us believe that food and leather are the only products of animal agriculture, but this ignores
the vast multitudes of other products derived from animal sources. To date there is not a single example
of a purely vegan society in recorded history – it is simply a fantasy.
I believe individuals may choose to attempt to be vegan, but an entire nation cannot. Legal choice must
be afforded to all members of our democracy, not restricted to only those who claim philosophical
superiority over others.
As we observed through social media, activists use defamiliarization language and psychology in such a
way that usage of animal products is likened to an abhorrent practice worthy of demonization. For
example, using the word ‘abuse’ instead of husbandry, ‘murder’ instead of slaughter, ‘bloodmouth’
instead of omnivore, ‘rape’ instead of breeding, ‘pus’ instead of milk and so on.
Despite holding up a few good examples, the wider ARA community consistently fails to demonstrate
any ability to act responsibly.

5.2. Dissemination of Personally Identifying Information
“Doxxing” is the practice of disseminating personally identifying information as a means of shutting
down opposition. It is an offensive tactic often used to inflict harm, harassment, shaming and vigilante
justice.
The Aussie Farms network demonstrates profound irresponsibility in their decision to publish personally
identifying information of farmers, directly adjacent to selective and manipulated media showing
claimed examples of abuse and mistreatment. This intentionally creates an implication for the viewer
that all listed farmers are committing those acts of abuse or negligence, without actual evidence linking
them. The point of creating this database, and making it public, is to incite illegal action by emotionally
sensitive people against innocent farmers.
The extent of the damage caused by publishing identifying information in this manner is well
understood by ARA groups including the Aussie Farms network. A public example of this, in particular
relation to our own experience, was that of Cara Garrett. She was a figurehead in the attack on our
business (which I will discuss shortly), and her information was published by an unknown source on
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social media. This led to a sustained harassment campaign against her in which she received multiple
threats of violence. The farmers listed on the website are vulnerable to the same, and in some cases are
already being subjected to similar action.
The extent of the risk of the Aussie Farms map goes beyond personal attacks on social media. The map
implicitly directs activists to physically invade private properties, trespass and commit other crimes that
inflict financial burden on farmers. They are putting the safety and lives of farmers and activists alike at
risk. Even if they are no longer explicit in their suggestion, but the implication is clear to anyone. The
barely visible text recently added to the bottom of the website asking viewers not to use their resources
for illegal acts is, in my view, merely an insipid platitude to create an appearance of responsibility.
Clearly it is not intended to be read by anyone, except to be pointed at when questioned.

Figure 13 Screenshot of Aussie Farms website showing information and location of on one of our farms, photos of goats being
milked (allegedly of our farms) adjacent to photos of dissected and butchered goats.
https://www.aussiefarms.org.au/facilities/26948-gippy-goat-cafe-dairy

ARA spokespeople have maintained that they are not interested in people’s homes. They have chosen to
define a home as merely a house, but this is far from correct. A home is where your heart is: it could be
a house, or a property, a town, a state or a country. A farm is more than a place of work, it’s where
farmers and their families live. It is a home. The manager and staff of the Gippy Goat farm currently live
on the farm pictured in Figure 13.

5.3. Protests and Disruptions
The protests that Melbourne experienced earlier this year were irresponsible. They operated without
permission and intentionally blocked traffic, resulting in diversion of emergency vehicles that could
easily have cost lives. They did not move on when instructed requiring police intervention. The protest
had a direct economic impact on the city that will not be recovered.
ARA groups are operating training sessions on how to disrupt legitimate businesses. They are targeting
not only farms, but butchers, stock transport companies, abattoirs and restaurants, attempting to shut
down normal operation, if only temporarily. These businesses have not acted against the law or in
contravention with any other generally accepted standard.
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Figure 14 Activists host training programs on disrupting businesses.

5.4. Charity Status
Many animal activist organisations have applied for, and been granted, charity status under Australian
law. Most never report on their financial records or disclose how their raised funds are used. In my
opinion, this constitutes an abuse of the system that warrants investigation.

5.5. Deceitful fundraising
We also observed the fundraising activities of activists. Immediately after our goat ‘Angel’ was stolen,
the activists responsible initiated a Facebook charity campaign stating that the goat had a fatal disease,
and that donations would go toward her care and possible euthanasia. This was of course, completely
false as she had no disease and was likely never taken to a vet. Funds were expected to be deposited
directly to the activist’s personal account.
The fraudulent fundraising is a common theme amongst local activists. We observed in one example a
calf was claimed to have a fully broken shoulder, approximately $6500 was raised to fund its
remediation. Incredibly, the calf appeared to have healed itself and no longer required surgery just
before it was due. The funds were kept. Similarly, we observed fundraisers for equipment at hugely
inflated prices with no evidence to support their need, purchase or usage. Yet people are still donating.

Figure 15 A sanctuary farm launches a fundraiser specifically to pay for surgery. Excuses are made to explain delays and after
several weeks, the calf is suddenly healing without surgery. Funds were not to be returned.
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5.6. Animal Exploitation
We observe on ARA social media repeated examples of animals being put through unnecessary and
prolonged pain and suffering. Animals are “rescued” at deaths door from “abusive farmers” and
subjected to extended veterinary treatments (as they claim). Their suffering is exploited through social
media in order to solicit donations from emotionally sensitive people.
I have no confidence that these animals in activist care are given timely treatment, pain-killers, or
frankly any semblance of a quality in life or death.

Figure 16 Left: Animals suffering from disease and injury are exploited for likes and donations. Right: An adult donkey is
castrated on principle.

Animals in the care of so-called sanctuary farms are euthanised, neutered, castrated, vaccinated,
housed, yet commercial farms are called unethical for doing the same. Sanctuary farms are not
subjected to DPI oversight and operate in flagrant disregard for biosecurity. Stolen animals are routinely
transported to these properties without registration. The sanctuary farms may then be contaminated
with transmissible and incurable diseases, and all subsequent stock movements are effectively guilty of
spreading notifiable diseases. A licensed farm would be subject to hefty penalties for the same offence.
If sanctuary farms cannot legitimately afford to care for sick and dying animals, they should not be
taking possession of sick and dying animals.

5.7. Biosecurity
Biosecurity laws are in place and enforced for good reason.
In 2019 we have spent $115,677 in animal health costs, and the majority of that was on vaccinations,
preventative and testing costs. In 2011 we had a disease outbreak and the vet bills went to $400,000 for
the year. We cannot establish how the disease entered our property, but coincidentally we now know
that activist footage of kids was taken at our farm at around the same time. It took us 3 years to fully
eliminate the disease, which is not transmissible to humans. We run a strict regime of preventative
measures and quarantine to protect our farms. Disease control is a part of responsible animal
husbandry, and is done to protect the welfare of animals, humans, and the security our nation’s food
supply.
Disease control and biosecurity laws are not unique to animal agriculture. They are applied to people
and crops as well. You cannot bring plant material into the country, between states, even between some
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districts. You cannot carry grape material into Yarra Valley or Mornington Peninsula wine countries.
When boarding the Spirit of Tasmania your vehicle is inspected for leaf matter.
To claim that animal agriculture proponents are hiding behind biosecurity laws, inflating the importance
in order to disguise inability to properly care for animals, is to display a high level of ignorance. In my
view, the suggestion that members of the public should be granted unfettered access to any and all
farms in the state, the freedom to enter and transport soil and biological matter between farms, the
ability to move animals without control, is incredibly irresponsible, naïve, and bordering on insanity.

Figure 17 Sanctuary farms disregard biosecurity. This and similar farms regularly take in animals with contagious and incurable
diseases.

The animal activist position is rooted in moral dogma that does not stand up to rational scrutiny. It does
not warrant or deserve special allowance by government. They employ intimidation strategies that harm
the wellbeing of law-abiding farmers, who are simply asking for the same legal protections that are
afforded to the rest of society.

6. Recommendations
1. Minimum fines of 50% of the maximum possible.
Although there existed the possibility of hefty fines being applied to the activists that invaded
our farms, the courts declined to apply them with fines of $1.
2. On the spot fines for trespass and breach of biosecurity.
Activists are confident in their ability to ignore police as it suits them. Penalties in NSW can
include an on the spot fine of $1000 or a court ordered fine of $220,000 for individuals and
$440,000 for corporations. A similar process in Victoria would be helpful.
3. Stop discharging without conviction.
Activists are free to lie in court without interrogation, and the charges are treated as minor
offenses. Without consequences activists continue to offend as they please.

15
15 of 16

AA SUBMISSION 278

4. Strengthen protections for farmers in line with examples being set by other states and federal
government.
Victoria is lagging behind other states in this regard.
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