
 
 

Why cages must be prohibited for meat chickens 

Broiler cages are found in commercial use in many countries and increasing in China (pers 

comment, Wageningen University, 2018). They are prohibited in the UK and the EU, but are 

still sold by some European companies. For example:  

 

Jansen (Netherlands company) has commercial partners in Russia, India, Bangladesh, China, 

Taiwan, Philippines, Malaysia, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Argentina, Brazil, Mexico, Nigeria, South 

Africa. Big Dutchman (BD, German) is represented at 100 trade shows per year and is active 

in 18 countries.  BD has its main regional centres in US, Russia, China and Brazil, and other 

subsidiaries in South Africa, Thailand, Turkey and Ukraine. Farmer Automatic (German) has 

commercial partners in US, China, Mexico, Venezuela, India, Pakistan, Taiwan, Saudi Arabia.1 

There are also BD copycat companies in China and many other Chinese manufacturers of 

cages plus others in India, Turkey at least. 

 

Typically, such cages may hold over 120 birds, and stacked in up to 4 tiers. In total, a single 

house with broiler cages may have 80,000 birds or more. They usually have wire, plastic mesh 

or bamboo flooring and are completely barren. Manufacturer claims of improved hygiene, 

foot health, higher production and adequate visibility with cages are often poorly 

substantiated or can be debunked. (Additional evidence is available.)  

 
 

The welfare problem with broiler cages: 

 

Severe Confinement: Birds in cages cannot adequately exercise, foraging, perch, dustbathe, 

escape or avoid aversive interactions. They are more fearful than birds in large group 

housing systems. Rearing in a cage environment has been shown to cause birds to react in 

a more fearful way when tested in experimental trials. The inability of caged broiler 

chickens to perform dustbathing behaviour in loose litter may be a detriment to their 

welfare.2 

 

Excessive stocking densities is probably the main welfare issue: according to some 

manufacturer recommendations for stocking density vary but for European companies can 

be up to 50kg/sqm, and possibly higher with other systems. A process of ‘thinning’ may be 

applied, after higher stocking densities are initially applied. In addition, a 4-tier system 

effectively quadruples the density of animal bodies in the shed, and would be expected to 

increase the density of pathogens and degrade air quality.  

 

There is evidence that the recommended cage densities of 50kg/m2 (25 birds/m2 at 2kg 

weight) will reduce broilers’ activity and welfare, although most studies are related to floor 

pens rather than cages. However, we know broilers will make considerable efforts to cross 

barriers to get to an area of lower density3. A 2008 study from China found that broilers in 

cages were less active (less walking, eating, preening) at 17 birds/m2 than at lower densities4 

from 4-5 weeks of age, and a 2012 study from South Africa found that a cage density of 

around 17 broilers/m2 was optimal (600cm2 per bird)5.  

 

Reduced leg and bone health: A 2008 Egyptian study comparing two commercial flocks 

found that caged broilers were less active and that only 48% of the caged birds had normal 

walking ability (Gait Score = 0) compared to 72% of the floor birds, a difference attributed to 



 
 

crowding and lack of exercise in cages6. There are also several older studies (pre-1990s) 

showing reduced bone strength in caged broilers7 and a 1997 study in Turkey found that the 

weight, length and ash (ie minerals) content of the humerus was lower in caged broilers8.  

 

Increased feather loss: For laying hens, feather loss is generally worse in cages compared to 

other systems. The same appears to hold true for broiler chickens kept in cages. Better 

feathering was found in floor-reared birds compared to those raised in cages. Feather loss or 

damage may be caused by abrasion with the cage wire or from crowding, as has been 

demonstrated in experiments with laying hens9. 

 

Wire or mesh flooring of cages also has negative impacts on claw, foot and leg health. 

 

Litter is absent. Shields and Greger’s review of broiler cages makes the following points 

about the need for broilers to have litter, which is not available in cages: 

• Litter may serve as a seeding agent for competitive exclusion by other 

microorganisms, and so reduce the likelihood of colonization by Salmonella.  The 

gizzards of caged chickens have been found to be relatively undeveloped, attributed 

to the relative lack of insoluble fiber stimulation of the muscular organ.  Providing 

chickens with access to bedding may also prevent Salmonella infection by improving 

gastrointestinal function. 

• Dustbathing keeps the birds’ plumage in healthy condition by balancing lipid levels in 

the feathers10 11 and is considered also a pleasurable activity. In behavioral 

experiments, Junglefowl deprived of dustbathing substrate will compensate by 

dustbathing more vigorously when eventually given access to a suitable substrate, 

showing that this is a strong need for chickens12. 

• Dustbathing behaviour is seen in young broiler chicks even in the first week of life13. 

• Both Junglefowl and domestic chickens have a strong motivation to forage and 

spend 50% of their time in foraging in naturalistic surroundings14. 

• Chicks begin to express exploratory pecking shortly after hatching15, and studies of 

feral fowl report that broods aged 3–7 weeks, like adult birds, spent about half their 

daily time budget in foraging behaviour. 

• Chickens will continue to work for their food (using an operant conditioning 

panel in a Skinner box) even when identical feed pellets are freely available in a 

feeder16. 

• Litter has been suggested that litter is beneficial for gizzard development and 

possibly for immune function.   
 

Reduced ventilation and overheating: Ventilation is important for welfare and survival. A 

2014 study from Pakistan found lower mortality near ventilation in both cage and floor 

systems for broilers. The industry admits that in cage systems the birds move to the side of 

the cage to get to cooler air in the alley, suggesting that ventilation through the cage is 

inadequate.  

 

Increased breast blisters: Chinese researchers investigated the incidence of breast blisters 

in broilers housed in wire-floored-cages, and bamboo-floored cages. The results showed a 

significantly higher incidence of breast blister in wire floored cage systems.17  
 

Very limited inspection: Ladders may be available, but are unlikely to be used. And if used, 

is inspection of cages using a stepladder-trolley as effective than in intensive floor systems? 



 
 

What is the cage system equivalent of walking the shed to check whether birds are capable 

of standing and walking? 

 

Mortality rates are apparently similar in cage and floor systems, according to studies from 

2001 to 2014 in India, Egypt and Nigeria18.  

 

Fast growth rate is already a significant commercial broiler welfare issue. If manufacture 

claims of faster growth rates are indeed correct, existing welfare issues would be presumed 

to be further compounded in cages and mortality could be even higher.  

                                                
1 Information on websites of Jansen Poultry Equipment, Big Dutchman and Farmer Automatic, accessed March 

2015.  
2 Shields and M Greger, Animal welfare and food safety aspects of confining broiler chickens to cages,  Animals 

2013, 3, 386-400; doi:10.3390/ani3020386 
3 S Buijs, L J Keeling and F A M Tuyttens.,  Using motivation to feed as a way to assess the importance of space for 

broiler chickens, Animal Behaviour Volume 81, Issue 1, January 2011, Pages 145–151 
4 F Zhao et al., Effects of Stocking Density on Behavior of Broilers in Cage System,   Livestock Environment VIII, 31 

August – 4 September 2008, Iguassu Falls, Brazil  701P0408.(doi:10.13031/2013.25553), 

https://elibrary.asabe.org/abstract.asp?aid=25553&t=2&redir=&redirType=  
5   N Ratsaka et al., Effect of Portable Cage Rearing System and Stocking Density on Growth, Feed Intake and 

Carcass Characteristics of Ross 308 Broiler Chickens, J Anim Sci Adv 2012, 2(Suppl. 3.2): 312-320 
6 F Zhao et al.,  Effects of Stocking Density on Behavior of Broilers in Cage System,   Livestock Environment VIII, 31 

August – 4 September 2008, Iguassu Falls, Brazil  701P0408.(doi:10.13031/2013.25553), 

https://elibrary.asabe.org/abstract.asp?aid=25553&t=2&redir=&redirType=  
7 N Ratsaka et al., Effect of Portable Cage Rearing System and Stocking Density on Growth, Feed Intake and 

Carcass Characteristics of Ross 308 Broiler Chickens, J Anim Sci Adv 2012, 2(Suppl. 3.2): 312-320 
8 B Tolon and S Yalcin, Bone characteristics and body weight of broilers in different husbandry systems. British 

Poult Sci. 1997 May;38(2):132-5. 
9 Sheidls and Greger (2013) 
10 Olsson, I.A.S.; Keeling, L.J. Why in earth? Dustbathing behaviour in jungle and domestic fowl 

reviewed from a Tinbergian and Animal Welfare perspective. Appl. Anim. Behav. Sci. 2005, 93, 

259–282. 
11 Van Liere, D.W.; Bokma, S. Short-term feather maintenance as a function of dust-bathing in 

laying hens. Appl. Anim. Behav. Sci. 1987, 18, 197–204. 
12 Hogan, J.A.; Honrado, G.I.; Vestergaard, K. Development of a behaviour system: Dustbathing in 

Burmese Red Junglefowl (Gallus gallus spadiceus): II. Internal factors. J. Comp. Psychol. 1991, 

105, 269–273. 
13 Shields, S.J.; Garner, J.P.; Mench, J.A. Effect of sand and wood-shavings bedding on the 

behaviour of broiler chickens. Poul. Sci. 2005, 84, 1816–1824. 
14 Dawkins, M.S. Time budgets in Red Junglefowl as a baseline for the assessment of welfare in 

domestic fowl. Appl. Anim. Behav. Sci. 1989, 24, 77–80. 
15 Rogers, L.J. The Development of Brain and Behaviour in the Chicken; CAB International: 

Wallingford, UK, 1995; pp. 95–96. 
16 Duncan, I.J.H.; Hughes, B.O. Free and operant feeding in domestic fowls. Anim. Behav. 1972, 

20, 775–777. 
17 Fu-rong, Z., Ya-jun, Z., Ai-lian, G., Zheng-xiang, S., & Bao-ming, L. (2007). Effects of cage floor systems on 

behaviours and breast blister in battery broilers. Zoological Research, 28(2), 155-160.  
18  S Shields and M Greger, 2013  

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00033472
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00033472/81/1
https://elibrary.asabe.org/abstract.asp?aid=25553&t=2&redir=&redirType
https://elibrary.asabe.org/abstract.asp?aid=25553&t=2&redir=&redirType
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9158885
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9158885

