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12 March 2018 
 
Poultry Standards Consultation 
Animal Health Australia 
PO Box 5116 
Braddon ACT 2612 
 
 
Dear Sir/Madam, 
 

Animals Australia submission to the 
Proposed Draft Australian Animal Welfare Standards and Guidelines 

— Poultry Public Consultation Nov 2017 
 
The following submission is provided on behalf of Animals Australia and its member societies, members, 
and supporters.  We welcome the opportunity to provide further comment on the final documents. 
 
This submission is in addition to the substantial scientific and other information Animals Australia provided 
to the Stakeholders Advisory Group (SAG) and the Regulatory Impact Statement (RIS) consultants (Tim 
Harding and Associates) throughout the review process.  That material is not again provided here. 
 
Public feedback - As a stakeholder in the review process, Animals Australia was asked to promote the 
public consultation period to our networks, which we have done through public advertising and through our 
online portals and supporter networks.  
 
The feedback that has come directly to us through our office has been insightful. Overwhelmingly, 
community members have been surprised and alarmed to learn that battery cage hen/egg farming actually 
still exists in Australia.  The advice from Animal Health Australia (AHA) that the number of public 
submissions to the review has been high, therefore, isn’t surprising. The response reflects the enormous 
concern in the community about farmed animal welfare (not only the battery cage issue).   
 
As Australians were invited to provide their view and many have taken the time to do so, it is our hope that 
each individual submission is given the consideration it deserves and that the final Standards truly reflect 
Australian community expectations for the treatment of animals.  
 

Author’s Document key: 
Quotes are in italics (most are from the draft Standards, unless indicated); quotes from the Nicol 
Report (see below) are in blue italics, and Animals Australia’s comments regarding specific Standards 
and Guidelines are highlighted in red at the commencement of each such comment. 
 

 

Introduction 
 

 
It is our strong view that the process used to develop the proposed Draft Australian Animal Welfare 
Standards and Guidelines — Poultry (DPSG) has been significantly flawed from its inception.  In particular, 
but not only, because the proposed Standards were drafted prior to a crucial independent scientific literature 
review relevant to the welfare of poultry affected by the Standards.  This is at odds with the statement 
provided in the DPSG: 
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‘Standards are underpinned by science based on references identified through a review of relevant scientific 
literature, a process that helps to ensure that the standards are scientifically valid’ (p10 DPSG). 
 
Instead, an ad hoc approach was used to select poultry animal welfare ‘science’, including a reliance on 
papers provided by industry (some of which were not peer reviewed and contained biased or flawed 
assessments).  This led to the DPSG failing in the key area of reflecting available poultry welfare science 
and community expectations that significant welfare improvements were justified and required.  Regrettably, 
the DPSG document is little more than ‘window dressing’ of the Model Code of Practice for the Welfare of 
Animals (Poultry) Fourth Edition (2002), and largely reflects current industry practice rather than the 
required contemporary scientific knowledge and growing concern about animal welfare by the public. 
 
At a very late stage in the review process, the Department of Economic Development, Jobs, Transport 
and Resources, Victoria, recognising the failings of the process, itself commissioned an independent 
review of the peer-reviewed published scientific literature to inform the DPSG process: 

Farmed Bird Welfare Science Review1 (October 2017) by Nicol, C.J., 
Bouwsema, J.*, Caplen, G., Davies, A.C., Hockenhull, J., Lambton, S.L., Lines, 
J.A.*, Mullan, S., Weeks, C.A.   

Hereafter referred to as the ‘Nicol Report’ (NR). 
 
Use of this Farmed Bird Welfare Science Review in this submission: This is a very comprehensive 
body of work by internationally respected animal welfare scientists. The information provided in the NR, and 
some of its conclusions, are used extensively in this submission.  We believe this to be appropriate as, 
had this independent literature review been available during the Stakeholder Advisory Groups (SAG) 
meetings in early 2016 (or earlier before the first draft was even presented to the SAG), the resulting DPSG 
would in our view have been substantively different.   
 
It remains unacceptable and regrettable that the DPSG document was released for public comment 
(November 2017) without the guidance and sound basis of the NR findings.  The fact the DPSG purport to 
be science based is at the very least misleading to the general public and at worst a cynical exercise by 
industry to attempt to allow the status quo for poultry to continue for another 16 years or so or until another 
Review is commissioned. 
 
Indeed, it is quite extraordinary that so many housing, husbandry, and slaughter practices that deny poultry 
very basic animal welfare protections are permitted in the DPSG, when these very practices do not comply 
with the stated Principles of poultry welfare at the commencement of the document. We provide examples 
of these after each quoted principle below (principles from page 12 of the DPSG in italics): 
 
Adherence to good animal husbandry principles is essential to meet the welfare requirements of animals. 
Good husbandry principles that also meet the basic physiological and behavioural needs of poultry include:  
 

 a level of nutrition adequate to sustain good health and welfare  

Practices permitted under proposed Standards Forced moulting in layer hens is permitted even 
though it is known to cause rapid weight loss and high mortalities and is extremely stressful to birds; 
restricted feeding (skip-a-day) in fast-growing broilers is used to help control health problems associated 
with rapid growth, but is known to cause hunger, stress, and increased fearfulness, and feed restriction 
in broiler breeders is permitted, even though it is acknowledged as a major welfare problem.  

 access to sufficient water of suitable quality to meet physiological needs  

                                                      
1 School of Veterinary Science, University of Bristol, Langford House, BS40 5DU, UK 
*Silsoe Livestock Systems, Wrest Park, Silsoe, Bedford, MK45 4HR, UK 
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Practices permitted under proposed Standards Broilers (meat chickens) are prone to thirst and 

dehydration as a result of their reduced mobility preventing ready access to water sources, and 

ducks are denied access to water to bathe in. 

  

 social contact with other poultry  

Practices permitted under proposed Standards True social contact and associations are denied by 
the permitted high stocking densities for all poultry, especially within barren and cramped conventional 
cages. 

 space to stand, lie and stretch their wings and limbs and perform normal patterns of behaviour  

Practices permitted under proposed Standards Normal patterns of behaviour and space to move 
freely are precluded by the permitted high stocking densities for all poultry and especially by the 
continued use of cages for layer and breeder birds. 

 handling facilities, equipment and procedures that minimise stress to the poultry  

Practices permitted under proposed Standards The shackling of birds by their feet (for electrical 
stunning) at slaughter, depopulation techniques, beak and bill trimming, claw removal, and the use of 
electric shock devices to prevent the laying of “floor eggs” are only a few examples of how poultry are 
permitted to be exposed to highly stressful, and painful, incidents as part of routine husbandry permitted 
under the DPSG.  

 procedures to minimise the risk of pain, injury or disease  

Practices permitted under proposed Standards There are, for example, no Standards mandating the 
need to vaccinate flocks against significant diseases, or use infra-red (IR) over hot blade (HB) for beak 
trimming (to minimise adverse outcomes). 

 provision of appropriate treatment including humane killing if necessary  
 
Practices permitted under proposed Standards The proposed high stocking densities will allow the 
current situation to continue in which detection of all (or even most) ill or injured birds is extremely 
difficult .Because of this, the norm will also continue whereby workers are instead instructed to remove 
dead animals regularly (i.e. the birds suffer and die without humane intervention).  

 

 minimising the risk of predation  

Practices permitted under proposed Standards Minimising predation risk is not mandated for free 
range farming where predation can cause high mortalities. 

 provision of reasonable precautions against extremes of weather and the effects of natural disasters  
 
Practices permitted under proposed Standards The need for ‘Adequate firefighting equipment 
…(to)… be available and maintained for all indoor housing systems’ is not mandated (it is a Guideline – 
GA3.5). 

 

 selection of poultry appropriate for the farming system and the level of planned bird management to 
be provided  

Practices permitted under proposed Standards The ‘selection of poultry’ to reduce issues (as above 
and below) is not mandated even though genetic lines of slower growing broilers with fewer health 
problems, and lines of layers with less propensity for Injurious Pecking (IP), are available. 

 assessment of the need to undertake any management procedures that may result in significant 
short-term pain or distress against alternative strategies for the long-term welfare of the poultry 
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Practices permitted under proposed Standards Known management strategies for controlling IP 
(including provision of litter) are not mandated, while the ‘quick fix’ of painful and injurious beak trimming 
is permitted. 

 undertaking any management procedures required for planned bird management in a manner that 
reduces the impact of these procedures and minimises risks to poultry welfare  

Practices permitted under proposed Standards The fact HB beak trimming is still permitted when IR 
is known to have less welfare impacts challenges this principle. 

 Innovative husbandry and housing systems which enhance bird welfare should be encouraged, and 
applied to commercial egg farming as practical  

 
Practices permitted under proposed Standards Most industry-funded research is still undertaken in 
Australia on cage systems, rather than investigating how to manage the known risks associated with 
alternative/free range systems.  Given how little has changed in regard to the prevalent cage system 
since the first Poultry Code in 1983, this principle is demonstrably ignored. 

 
Disappointingly, the DPSG document comprehensively fails to acknowledge the growing body of scientific 
literature that argues we must do more for our farmed animals than provide basic physiological needs (and, 
as argued above, even physiological needs are not catered for in the DPSG).  
 
Notably, Professor David Mellor from the Animal Welfare Science and Bioethics Centre, Massey University, 
New Zealand, published a peer-reviewed opinion piece titled Updating Animal Welfare Thinking: Moving 
beyond the “Five Freedoms” towards “A Life Worth Living” 2 
 
Mellor explains: 

This biologically more accurate understanding provides support for reviewing the adequacy of 
provisions in current codes of welfare or practice in order to ensure that animals are given greater 
opportunities to experience positive welfare states. The purpose is to help animals to have lives 
worth living, which is not possible when the predominant focus of such codes is on survival-critical 
measures. 
 

In fact, we argue the DPSG currently focus on the profitability of poultry industries (denying the community 
call for welfare improvements), even more than focusing on ‘survival-critical measures’.  An example of 
this is the practice of forced moulting to provide a second lay season. The resulting suffering during 
withdrawal of adequate feed, and then higher mortalities of layers in the subsequent season, is secondary 
to the higher economic returns generated by extending the lay period. 

 

We agree with Mellor when he further states: 
 

It is apparent that the highest welfare status within the range represented by the category of “a life 
worth avoiding” would be one that closely approaches the “neutral point of balance” from below. In 
light of observations made here, this may be the best outcome achievable when there is full 
compliance with those codes of welfare or practice that, in the past, were directed almost entirely at 
the survival-critical features of welfare management related to the nutrition, environment and health 
domains, but not behaviour. Examples include some of the early codes for caged layer hens* and 
pregnant sows* which, among other limitations, accepted very severe restrictions on their 
movement.  
 

Thus, in order to improve on merely neutralising negative survival-critical affects, and to contribute to 
the drive to secure “lives worth living”, codes would obviously need to include minimum standards 
specifically aimed at promoting positive experiences. Examples of such codes already exist … but 
further improvements are likely to be possible ... It is recommended that all future reviews of 
codes, no matter how advanced they currently appear to be, should, on a species-specific 
basis, include explicit and detailed consideration of whether or not the current minimum 

                                                      
2 Animals 2016,6, 21:doi:10.3390/ani6030021 
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standards need to be extended to ensure that they do indeed enable animals to have “lives 
worth living” (our emphasis in bold). 

 
*N.B. Mellor is writing from New Zealand where its Codes have already accepted a phase out of battery cages 
and sow stalls. 

These are strong words from a world-renowned animal welfare scientist. Our view is that to accept the 
highly flawed DPSG is to continue to deny millions of poultry reasonable lives in Australia. Urgent action is 
required to amend the DPSG to reflect the science that is available (as documented in the NR), and to meet 
growing community expectations that food animals deserve “lives worth living”. Critically, the Standards 
should ensure this as the minimum that is required to be done. 
 

Finally, it is unacceptable that the DPSG document was also drafted without data on the leading causes of 
injuries and illnesses, and mortalities and culls in Australian commercial flocks being made available to all 
stakeholders. It is also unacceptable that data on which genetic lines of poultry are currently being used in 
Australia in the various poultry systems were not provided to all stakeholders either.  

 

Without these, it is difficult to prioritise what Standards are required to rectify current welfare imposts on 
poultry, beyond those that clearly impact on all poultry such as lack of space to move freely. For example, 
industry may know, but welfare groups and the community do not, what the major causes of lameness are 
in Australian broiler flocks, and hence how to assess what is required. 

 

Before addressing specific Standards and Guidelines in the DPSG (below), we summarise here Animals 
Australia’s major recommendations for the changes and upgraded Standards that are required in the final 
version of the Poultry Standards and Guidelines prior to presentation to government decision-makers. 

 
 

MAJOR Animals Australia RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

 

 CONVENTIONAL CAGES  
 

We strongly recommend that the DPSG document is amended to begin a phase out of the existing use 
of conventional battery cages (CC) for layer hens, and for breeder birds; immediately prohibit the further 
installation of cages; and to immediately prohibit housing birds other than layers in cages.  
This is chiefly on the basis that barren CC deny poultry reasonable lives (let alone “lives worth living”) as 
there is severe restriction of space and an inability of birds to perform innate and valued behaviours, 
such as nesting, dust bathing, roosting, and wing stretching. There are also physiological impacts on 
keeping poultry confined in CC, such as diseases (higher levels of fatty liver disease and osteoporosis) 
and injuries related to inactivity. 
 

 FURNISHED CAGES 
 
Furnished cages (FC) allow layer poultry access to only limited behavioural repertoires.  We do not 
support the use of these as an alternative to CC.  This is on the basis that FC still restrict birds 
enormously and fail to provide “lives worth living”. 
 

 NON-CAGE SYSTEMS 
 

Standards are required to ensure that science-based management strategies as detailed in the NR are 
used to minimize the risks currently associated with some non-cage management systems, and in 
particular free range (including the use of appropriate genetic lines). Industry must ensure that the 
current lack of research on non-cage systems in Australia is corrected as a matter of priority. 

 

 STOCKING DENSITIES 
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The maximum permitted stocking densities need to be decreased significantly for all poultry 
species/types (see Options) to ensure that individual birds, at all stages of their lives, have the space to 
move freely, express normal behaviours, and be protected as much as possible from disease and injury 
associated with their farming.   
 
Further, any new maximum allowable stocking densities also need to be tied to “performance indicators” 
that safeguard the health and welfare of the flock.  If these “indicators” are not met, then stocking 
densities must be decreased, as well as other corrective actions taken relating to the environment or 
other factors to protect the birds.  

 

 LITTER AND DUSTBATHS 
 
A Standard is required to ensure that all poultry when housed indoors have free access to safe, 
sufficient, and appropriate litter to allow birds to forage and dustbathe. 

 

 PERCHES 
 
A Standard is required to ensure that all poultry species with a motivation to perch have free access to 
safe, sufficient, and appropriate perch space (or other elevated areas for roosting where appropriate). 
 

 NESTS 
 
A Standard is required to ensure that all poultry that lay eggs have free access to appropriate nests. 

 

 ENVIRONMENTAL ENRICHMENT 
 
A Standard is required to ensure that all poultry are provided with appropriate environmental 
enrichment. 

 

 FORCED MOULTING IN LAYER HENS 
 

A Standard is required to end the cruel practice of forced moulting in layer hens. 
 

 FEED RESTRICTION IN BROILERS AND BROILER BREEDERS 
 

A Standard is required to end “Skip-a-day” feeding and other forms of feed restriction (including 
qualitative restrictions) in broilers and broiler breeders, and attention instead given to the underlying 
causes of too rapid growth and the correction of these characteristics in the Australian flock. 

 

 ACCESS TO WATER IN BROILERS 
 

A Standard is required to ensure that if water nipples are used, adequate numbers to avoid thirst are 
provided at a height preferred by broilers (that is, lower than the currently used overhead nipples).  

 TEMPERATURE AND HUMIDITY IN BROILER SHEDS 

A Standard is required to ensure that temperature and humidity are maintained in broiler sheds at 
the limits recommended by the relevant breeder companies. 

 

 ACCESS TO WATER IN DUCKS 
 

A Standard is required to ensure ducks have access to water for immersion bathing as well as clean 
drinking sources.  The proposed Standard (SB4.4) allows only for water for the immersion of heads and 
is inadequate for the duck’s needs. 
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 REARING PRACTICES   
 

A Standard is required to ensure all poultry are reared to prepare them for the type of farming enterprise 
they will be used in. This is particularly important to prepare layers for non-cage systems. 

 
 

 LIGHT LEVELS AND DARK PERIODS 
 

The relevant proposed Standards (for each species/industry) need to be amended to ensure that for all 
poultry the minimum light intensity is increased to at least 10 lux, and 8 hours of continuous darkness is 
provided in each 24-hour period. 

 

 BEAK AND BILL-TRIMMING 
 

Standards are required to phase out these painful procedures, with an immediate ban on the use of HB 
methods, as well as to ensure that science-based management strategies (as detailed in the NR) are 
used to minimize the risks associated with IP. These procedures must only be undertaken on veterinary 
advice and with appropriate pain relief, and restricted to day old birds. 

 

 MULTIPLE “PICK UPS” OR “THINNINGS” OF MEAT BIRDS  
 
A Standard is required to phase out “pick ups” or “thinnings” of poultry batches. This practice is used to 
allow higher original stocking densities in fast growing poultry like broilers. It is highly disturbing to birds, 
exposes remaining birds to the risk of injury, and is a biosecurity hazard. 
 

 CULLS AND MORTALITIES TO BE ADDRESSED 
 

The known causes for mortalities in all types of birds and management systems need to be addressed 
by Standards that minimise the risk of these occurring. In broilers, the main factors influencing early 
mortality include parental characteristics, incubation conditions, time of hatch, and brood temperature; in 
older birds the main causes of mortality are metabolic disorders, infectious disease (especially relating 
to gut health) and culling due to severe lameness.  
 
Layer hens are proportionately more likely to die from infectious or parasitic diseases in non-cage 
systems with access to litter, and from predation in free range systems, whereas in CC they are more 
likely to die of osteoporosis or fatty liver associated with a lack of exercise. IP is a major cause of death 
in all systems (due to past genetic selection).  It is imperative that the Standards actively minimise the 
risks of these welfare issues continuing. This cannot be done humanely if minimising these risks is done 
by preventing birds from moving freely and engaging in their innate behaviours, or by continuing to beak 
trim birds.  

 

 CULLS AND MORTALITIES TO BE RECORDED 
 

A Standard is required to ensure the numbers of culls and mortalities (and the reasons for these) are 
recorded at all stages of the farming process. It is unacceptable that data are not available on these 
critical factors in Australian commercial flocks. Flock mortality rate is considered by experts to be one of 
the most important animal welfare indicators for poultry and that an increase over expected levels 
should be a cause for action, including rethinking the genetics of poultry being used in various housing 
types. 

 

 APPROPRIATE SELECTION OF GENETIC LINES 

 

A Standard is needed to ensure that only sound lines of poultry are used, rather than the ongoing use of 
birds whose health has been secondary to the genetics of producing fast growing broilers or high laying 
hens that are prone to serious and painful diseases. At the very least a Standard is required so that the 
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most appropriate genetic lines of poultry are selected for a particular housing type, including to ensure 
that only slow growing lines of broilers are used in free range enterprises. It is also unacceptable that 
data on what genetic lines are currently being used in Australia were not provided to all stakeholders as 
part of the DPSG process. These comments apply generally to all poultry being farmed. 

 

  

 SPECIES OTHER THAN CHICKENS and DUCKS 
 

We advise that we have not been able to adequately assess and thus comment on the proposed DPSG 
for poultry species other than chickens and ducks.  The failure of the review process to provide further 
information on these industries (i.e. no support papers) and in the absence of a necessary scientific 
literature review prior to the drafting of the DPSG, it was only when the (Victorian Government-
commissioned) NR was provided in late 2017 that such information became available. This did not 
provide sufficient time to assess the NR findings and compare these to the DPSG for emus, geese, 
Guinea fowl, ostriches, partridge, pheasants, pigeons, quail, and turkeys. 

 
 

 
SPECIFIC COMMENTS ON THE Draft Poultry Standards and Guidelines   
(N.B. our comments provided after each quoted section) 
 

 

1. Responsibilities 
 

 
SA1.1 A person must take reasonable actions to ensure the welfare of poultry under their care.  
SA1.2 A person involved in any part of poultry production must be competent to perform their required task, 
or must be supervised by a competent person. 
 
COMMENT: ACCEPTABLE 
 
 
GA1.1 Elements of responsibility for poultry management should include:  

 understanding the standards and guidelines for poultry welfare … 

 assessing the quantity, quality and continuity of feed and water supply…  

 undertaking hygienic practices for management procedures in a manner that minimises the risks to 
poultry welfare … 

 identifying distressed, weak, injured or diseased poultry, and taking appropriate action…  

 killing poultry by appropriate methods, or have access to the assistance of someone who is capable and 
equipped to kill them appropriately…  

 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is difficult to understand how the above “Guidelines” can be “recommended practices” (p11) only, when 
failure to comply with these is incompatible with meeting the requirements of SA1.1 and SA1.2. It is also 
puzzling that identifying distressed, weak, injured or diseased poultry, and taking appropriate action… is a 
Guideline here but a Standard under Section 3 (see SA3.3).  
 
 

2. Feed and water  
 

 
           SA2.1 A person in charge must ensure poultry have reasonable access to adequate and appropriate feed 

and water.  
            SA2.2 A person in charge must ensure poultry, other than newly hatched poultry or where skip-a-day 

feeding is acceptable (for broiler breeders) have access to food at least once in each 24 hour period.  
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           SA2.3 A person in charge must ensure poultry, other than poultry less than 3 days old, have reasonable 
access to drinking water at least once in each 24 hour period.  

           SA2.4 A person in charge must ensure newly hatched poultry are provided with feed and water within 60 
hours of take-off or 72 hours following take-off if provided with hydrating material.  

           SA2.5 A person in charge must ensure that feed and water are provided to poultry in ways that prevent 
undue competition and injury.  

           SA2.6 A person in charge must ensure poultry except for emus and ostriches over 4 days old are not 
deprived of feed for more than 12 hours prior to depopulation or pick up.  

           SA2.7 A person in charge must ensure feeding and watering systems are checked daily to ensure all 
poultry have access to feed and water. 

 
        COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 

(i) SA2.1 precludes forced or induced moulting – how is this permitted under SA 9.4-9.6? 
(ii)SA2.2 permits “skip a day” feed restrictions in broiler breeders, which we oppose (see further comments 
under B3 Meat and Laying Chicken Breeder). 
(iii) SA2.3 permits water restriction-all poultry should have ad lib access to water and the associated 
environmental problems dealt with by better housing management.  
 
 

3. Risk management 
 

 
SA3.1 A person in charge must take reasonable actions to protect poultry from threats, including extremes 
of weather, fires, floods, disease, injury and predation.  
SA3.2 A person in charge must ensure the inspection of poultry daily, at a level appropriate to the 
management system and the risk to the welfare of poultry.  
SA3.3 A person in charge must ensure appropriate action for sick, injured or diseased poultry at the first 
reasonable opportunity.  
SA3.4 A person must ensure poultry which are unable to access feed and water are treated or killed as 
soon as possible.  
SA3.5 A person in charge must ensure poultry have access to shelter from adverse weather that is likely 
to cause heat or cold stress, and to minimise the risk of predation.  
SA3.6 A person must ensure dead poultry are removed and disposed of at least daily and in a way that 
minimises disease risks. 
 
COMMENT: ACCEPTABLE   

 
GA3.5 Adequate firefighting equipment should be available and maintained for all indoor housing systems. 
 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable this Guideline is not a Standard given the huge numbers of birds in sheds and the 
potential for fire. The community expects farmers to exercise a basic duty of care. 

 
GA3.6 Sufficient inspections should be undertaken during which temperature, light levels, availability of 
feed, feeding systems, water and all parts of the ventilation system are checked, and where problems are 
encountered, appropriate remedial action should be taken to protect the welfare of poultry. 
 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable this Guideline is not a Standard given the huge numbers of birds being farmed and the 
potential for disaster if automated systems fail. The community expects farmers to exercise a basic duty of 
care. 

 
GA3.9 All alarm systems, firefighting equipment and emergency power supplies should be tested regularly 
and test results documented. 
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COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable this Guideline is not a Standard given the huge numbers of birds in sheds and the 
potential for fire. The community expects farmers to exercise a basic duty of care. 

 
GA3.12 Appropriate veterinary advice on poultry disease diagnosis, prevention or treatment should be 
sought as required.  
 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable this Guideline is not a Standard given the huge numbers of birds in sheds and the 
potential for disease. The community expects farmers to exercise a basic duty of care. It is not possible to 
comply with SA3.1 A person in charge must take reasonable actions to protect poultry from threats, 
including … disease, injury and predation…without complying with GA3.12. 

 
GA3.13 Mortalities, including culls, should be monitored and recorded. 

COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 

It is unacceptable this Guideline is not a Standard given the huge numbers of birds in sheds and the 
potential for high mortalities. The community expects farmers to exercise a basic duty of care. Importantly, 
the NR stated:  

 
LH3. RISK MANAGEMENT - LH3.1 Mortality 
Flock mortality rate provides critical information about bird welfare. There is more information on 
flock mortality rate than any other welfare indicator … 
 
Generally animal welfare is measured at the level of the individual, but much can be inferred from an 
assessment of overall flock mortality rates. Indeed flock mortality rate is considered by experts to be 
one of the most important animal welfare indicators for laying hens (Rodenburg et al., 2008b). An 
increase in mortality over expected levels (published breed standards) should be a cause for some 
action. 

 
GA3.14 Poultry should be vaccinated to protect against likely infectious diseases if there is a significant risk 
to the welfare of poultry.  
GA3.15 Internal and external parasites should be monitored and managed.  
GA3.16 Daily monitoring of poultry should occur to identify early signs of injurious pecking which may 
include:  

 pecking directed at the body feathers of other birds  

 vent pecking  

 feather eating  

 feather damage or bare areas around the tail  

 signs of persistent aggression such as pecking directed at the head  

 chasing other birds.  
 

GA3.17 Feather pecking and cannibalism risk should be managed… 
GA3.18 Poultry should be monitored for incidence of lameness, and the cause of lameness investigated and 
treated.  
GA3.19 Predator control programs should be implemented where predation is a significant risk. 
 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable these Guidelines are not Standards given the huge numbers of birds being farmed and 
the potential for disease, injury, and predation. The community expects farmers to exercise a basic duty of 
care. It is not possible to comply with SA3.1 without complying with GA3.14 to GA3.19. 
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4. Facilities and equipment 
 

 
SA4.1 A person in charge must take reasonable actions in the construction, maintenance and operation of 
facilities and equipment to ensure the welfare of poultry.  
SA4.2 A person in charge must ensure all housing systems are designed to allow poultry to maintain a 
natural standing posture.  
SA4.3 A person in charge must ensure openings provided for poultry to access an outside area are 
designed and positioned to; (sic) 

1) allow the birds to maintain a normal posture; and  
2) not obstruct movement of birds; and  
3) minimise the risk of smothering or injury.  

SA4.4 A person in charge must ensure any slatted, wire or perforated floors are constructed to support the 
forward facing toes, prevent entrapment and facilitate removal of manure.  
SA4.5 A person must ensure that poultry on perches are protected from excreta from birds perching above. 
 
COMMENT: ACCEPTABLE 
 
GA4.1 Facility construction or modification should take into account:  

 poultry behaviour  

 topography (location and drainage)  

 flood and fire risk  

 climate  

 purpose  

 space allowance  

 feed and water requirements  

 shade/shelter  

 surface materials  

 cleaning and waste disposal.  
 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable this Guideline is not a Standard given the huge numbers of birds being farmed and the 
potential for facilities and equipment to adversely affect animal welfare. The community expects farmers to 
exercise a basic duty of care. It is not possible to comply with SA4.1 without complying with GA4.1. 
 
GA4.5 Provision of environmental enrichment should be considered, taking into account potential risks and 
benefits to poultry welfare. Such practices may include provision of:  

 bales of hay or straw  

 perches/barriers  

 objects for pecking  

 dust-bathing materials  

 a radio in sheds to accustom poultry to a range of noises and voices.  
 

COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable this Guideline is not a Standard given the huge numbers of birds being farmed and the 
evidence available that appropriate environmental enrichment is important (at the very least for laying hens 
in relation to IP). The NR stated: 

 
LH3.5b Injurious (severe) feather pecking 
Injurious severe feather pecking is a highly prevalent problem that results when normal exploratory 
or foraging pecking is directed towards other birds. There is a strong genetic component to the 
behaviour but breeds have not yet been developed with both a low tendency to peck and high 
productivity. The importance of preventing the development of feather pecking during the rearing 
period is recognised. The use of a comprehensive package of management strategies during both 
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rearing and laying periods has been shown to significantly reduce (but not eliminate) injurious 
pecking on commercial farms… 
 
In addition to providing a good, friable litter substrate, other ways of encouraging harmless pecking 
have been explored in both young and adult birds. These include the provision of hay bales (Daigle 
et al., 2014), pecking strings (Jones et al.,2000; McAdie et al., 2005), pecking objects (Moroki and 
Tanaka, 2016a) and pecking blocks (Holcman et al., 2008). Dixon and Duncan (2010) found no 
effect of providing a peat moss substrate compared with wire on the pecking behaviour of young 
chicks but the provision of foraging materials for older pullets significantly reduced feather pecking 
behaviour compared to non-enriched treatments.  
 
Foraging materials were significantly more effective in reducing feather pecking than other 
enrichments such as dust-bathing substrates, or novel objects (Dixon et al., 2010). Another study 
found a positive effect of environmental enrichment (pecking strings, whole oats and increased litter 
depth provided from 12 days of age) during the rearing period, but the effect did not persist or was 
not sufficiently strong enough to improve plumage condition when the birds were 43 weeks of age 
(Hartcher et al., 2015a). Allowing free-range hens early access to the range (18 weeks rather than 
22 weeks) significantly improved plumage quality in later life (Petek et al., 2015). 

GA4.8 Poultry should have enough vertical and horizontal space available to stretch to their full height and 
flap their wings. 
 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable this Guideline is not a Standard given the huge numbers of birds being farmed and the 
strong evidence that poultry need to have sufficient space to perform these behavioural activities to meet 
their basic welfare requirements. This Guideline effectively permits the continued use of CC, which we 
strongly oppose, and to a lesser extent, the use of FC, which we also oppose, as well as permits 
unacceptably high stocking densities in all housing systems. The NR stated: 

 
LH5. FACILITIES AND EQUIPMENT: BEHAVIOURAL USAGE 
Behaviour in conventional cages is severely constrained with evidence of negative effects on 
welfare. Behaviour in furnished cages is also constrained but to a lesser degree… 
 
LH5.1 Behaviour in conventional cages 
The spatial restriction of the conventional cage prevents or constrains the performance of most 
comfort movements… 

We will discuss this important point further under Part B Species standards and guidelines for poultry in 
relation to space requirements and stocking densities. 
 
GA4.11 If perches are provided they should be designed and fitted to reduce the risk of vent pecking.  
GA4.12 Where used perches should be designed and located to minimise the risk of injury when mounting 
or dismounting perches.  
GA4.13 Perches should be without sharp edges.  
GA4.14 Perching areas should be designed to allow poultry to grip without risk of trapping their claws. 

COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 

It is unacceptable that the provision of adequate and appropriate perch space to all poultry with a motivation 
to perch is not a Standard given the huge numbers of birds being farmed and the evidence supporting the 
judicious use of perches. The NR stated: 

 
LH4.2 Behavioural need for a perch 
Evidence for a behavioural need to perch is complex and the different components of perching have 
not been fully considered until recently. It seems that hens are highly motivated to seek elevated 
areas at night for roosting, but further research is needed to establish whether birds need to grasp a 



13 
 

rounded pole with their feet, or whether roosting motivation is satisfied by elevated platforms or grids 
that may pose less of a risk of bone damage. 
 
The evidence reviewed above suggests that perches have some benefits for bird health, 
encouraging stronger bones and reducing the risk of some types of foot condition. However, they 
also present an increased collision risk and so the costs and benefits of providing perches must be 
carefully weighed. 

The NR set out many ways in which the risks associated with providing perches can be mitigated, including 
rearing layers with access to perches and elevated sites, managing the height and design of perches, 
improving bone strength by allowing movement of layers, and genetic selection of poultry breeds. 

The NR also set out the importance of perches for broiler breeders: 
 

BB4.2 Behavioural need to perch 
Perching (and roosting) motivation in broiler breeders is likely to be similar to that of laying hens, and 
much greater than that demonstrated by broilers due to the restricted mass imposed by feed 
restriction. 
Although perches are an obvious environmental enrichment for broiler breeders, raised slatted areas 
and/or platforms are often used as an alternative in broiler breeder houses. Breeders have a 
requirement for a comfortable secure physical environment that allows undisturbed rest , and 
facilitates the avoidance of undue aggression. Perches and platforms would make a positive 
contribution towards providing this but there is scarce data regarding the design or use of perches 
and platforms for breeders. The provision of breeder pullets with perches during rearing has been 
seen to attenuate fear, as measured by tonic immobility (Brake et al., 1994) Since laying hens 
demonstrate a high motivation to reach an elevated area, at least, at night (see LH4.2a) it may be 
assumed that breeders have a similar ‘need’ to roost and, as such, sufficient perch/platform space 
should be provided. 

 
GA4.15 Where nests are provided, they should provide seclusion from the flock and should be of adequate 
size and number to meet the laying needs of all poultry , and ensure poultry can lay without undue 
competition.  
GA4.16 If nest boxes are provided, they should be easily accessible and should not be so high above the 
floor level that poultry may be injured when ascending or descending.  

GA4.17 Nest litter, where used, should be kept clean, dry, friable and moisture adsorbent. Nest liners should 
be kept clean and dry. 

COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 

It is unacceptable that access by hens of all species to suitable nests is not a Standard given the huge 
numbers of birds being farmed and the strong evidence that being unable to nest has negative welfare 
outcomes. This Guideline effectively permits the continued use of CC, which we strongly oppose, and to a 
lesser extent, use of FC, which we also oppose. The NR stated: 

 
LH4. FACILITIES AND EQUIPMENT: BEHAVIOURAL NEEDS 
Hens have behavioural needs to perform comfort movements, foraging and nesting behaviour, and 
there are negative welfare impacts if these behaviours cannot be performed… Internal motivation to 
seek a suitable nest site increases prior to oviposition. If a suitable nest site is located hens are 
highly motivated to sit and to show rudimentary nesting behaviours for up to one hour before they lay 
their egg. If a suitable nest site is not located, hens show signs of frustration and elevated measures 
of stress are observed. 
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5. Management of outdoor systems 
 

 
SA5.1 A person in charge must ensure that young poultry are adequately feathered before access to an 
outdoor area.  
SA5.2 A person in charge must ensure poultry kept in housing with access to an outdoor area have ready 
access to the shed and shaded areas.  
SA5.3 A person in charge must not keep poultry on land which has become contaminated with poisonous 
plants or chemicals which cause disease to an extent which could seriously prejudice the health of poultry.  
SA5.4 A person in charge must take reasonable actions to minimise access to feed and drinking water by 
wild birds.  
SA5.5 A person in charge must ensure that poultry are able to be confined as required in compliance with 
housing standards to manage welfare risks to birds in the outdoor area. 

 
COMMENT: ACCEPTABLE 

 
     
GA5.1 The outdoor area should be actively managed and maintained to:  

 encourage birds to access all areas  

 provide birds with palatable vegetation  

 control disease and parasites  

 avoid injury or mortality  

 prevent land degradation  

 avoid accumulation of water  

 minimise contact with wild birds  

 minimise the risk of fire.  
GA5.3 Outdoor area enhancement should be provided to allow poultry to feel safe outdoors and be 
encouraged to move away from the housing openings.  
GA5.4 Poultry should be confined at night to mitigate predation and biosecurity risks.  
GA5.5 Where there is a risk to the welfare of poultry due to the presence of a disease organism on the 
outdoors area, every effort should be made to minimise the risk to the health of poultry. 

 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable these Guidelines are not Standards given the huge numbers of birds being farmed and 
the potential for mortality in free range enterprises. The community expects farmers to exercise a basic duty 
of care. The answer is not to put layers in cages but rather to ensure outdoor access is safe and well 
managed. 

 
 

6. Lighting 
 

 
SA6.1 A person in charge must ensure that the light intensity on poultry must be adequate to allow poultry 
and equipment to be inspected and any problems to be identified.  
SA6.2 A person in charge must ensure that the light intensity for young poultry for the first 3 days after 
hatching is at least 20 Lux.  
SA6.3 A person in charge must ensure that the light intensity for poultry is at least 5 Lux on average during 
light periods.  
SA6.4 A person in charge must ensure poultry are not exposed to continuous light or darkness in any 24 
hour period except on the day of pick-up (meat chickens) and meat chickens during very hot weather.  
SA6.5 A person in charge must ensure poultry except for meat chickens, emus, ostriches and quail are 
exposed to at least 4 hours of continuous darkness within a 24 hour period. 

 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
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SA 6.3 and SA6.5 need to be amended to ensure that the minimum light intensities for all poultry are 
increased to at least 10 lux, and that 8 hours of continuous darkness are provided in each 24 hour period, 
respectively. Australia generally has a hot climate and is getting hotter. Keeping meat chickens in darkness 
(see SA6.4) as a way to deal with hot weather is unacceptable and sheds need to have effective cooling 
and ventilation (also see SA7.1). 
 

 

7. Temperature and ventilation 
 

 
SA7.1 A person in charge must ensure airflow and temperature in enclosed housing facilities minimises the 
risk to poultry welfare from heat, cold, humidity, dust or noxious gases.  
SA7.2 A person in charge must ensure that mechanically ventilated sheds have:  
1) a back-up power supply that is tested weekly; and  
2) automatic alarm systems to warn immediately of ventilation failure; and  
3) a system in place to respond and take action at the first reasonable opportunity.  
SA7.3 A person in charge must monitor ammonia levels and ensure immediate corrective action is taken if 
ammonia levels reach 20 ppm at bird level in sheds. 
 
COMMENT: ACCEPTABLE 
 
 
 
Temperature  
GA7.1 Rapid changes in temperature should be avoided where possible.  
GA7.2 Brooder areas should be pre-heated before placement of day old poultry and the temperature 
managed at a level that minimises the risk to the welfare of poultry.  
GA7.3 Temperature and poultry behaviour should be monitored more frequently at maximum stocking 
densities and during extreme weather conditions.  
GA7.4 Corrective action should be taken immediately if signs of stress (sneezing, prolonged panting and 
wing extension due to heat or huddling due to cold) are observed. 
Ventilation  
GA7.5 Extra attention should be paid to ventilation at maximum stocking densities and during extreme 
weather conditions.  
GA7.6 Air quality parameters, such as temperature, humidity and ammonia levels, should be monitored and 
recorded on a daily basis. Poultry should be monitored for eye and nasal irritation that might indicate 
ammonia, dust or other air quality problems.  
GA7.7 Dust levels should be kept to a minimum by maintaining appropriate ventilation and humidity levels 
and appropriate litter management.  
GA7.8 Alarm systems in mechanically ventilated sheds should have:  

 back-up power  

 the ability to detect if the shed temperature is too high or too low and if there is a power failure in any 
power supply phase  

 appropriate setting so that alarms are easily heard  

 all-hours response availability with restoration of power or emergency ventilation within 15 minutes.  
 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable these Guidelines are not Standards given the huge numbers of birds being farmed and 
the potential for temperature and ventilation issues to adversely (and on occasions catastrophically) affect 
animal welfare. The community expects farmers to exercise a basic duty of care. It is not possible to comply 
with SA7.1 to SA7.3 without complying with GA7.1.to GA7.8. 
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8.  Litter management 
 

 
SA8.1 Where litter is used, a person in charge must ensure litter material is suitable for the species and of a 
good quality.  
SA8.2 Where litter is used, a person in charge must ensure the risk of contamination of litter with toxic 
agents is minimal.  
SA8.3 Where litter is used, a person in charge must manage litter to avoid excessive caking, dustiness or 
wetness that impacts on the welfare of poultry. 
 

COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE.  
These Standards need to be expanded to ensure that all poultry housed indoors have access to a littered 
area to allow birds to forage and dustbathe. The fact there is no litter provision in CC, is another reason we 
oppose their use. 
 
GA8.1 Where litter is re-used at the end of a batch, it should be treated to address pathogen loads and 
ammonia concentrations and be dry and friable at bird placement. 
 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable that this Guideline is not a Standard given the huge numbers of birds being farmed 
indoors and the potential for litter related issues to adversely affect animal welfare. The community expects 
farmers to exercise a basic duty of care. It is not possible to comply with SA8.1 to SA8.3 without complying 
with GA8.1. 
 
GA8.2 Where appropriate, poultry housed indoors should have access to a littered area, the litter occupying 
at least one third of the ground surface in order for birds to forage and dust-bathe. Litter should be at a 
depth suitable to the species. 
 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable that this Guideline is not a Standard given the huge numbers of birds being farmed 
indoors and the evidence available that lack of access to litter adversely affects animal welfare. The 
community expects farmers to exercise a basic duty of care.  
 
 

9. Handling and husbandry 
 

 
SA9.1 A person must manage and handle poultry in a manner that minimises pain, stress or injury to birds.  
SA9.2 A person must ensure care is taken in catching poultry to avoid creating panic and subsequent injury 
or smothering of the birds.  
SA9.3 A person must free entrapped poultry at the first reasonable opportunity and if possible prevent this 
situation from recurring.  
SA9.4 A person in charge must ensure that induced moulting is not routinely practiced (sic).  
SA9.5 A person in (sic) must ensure poultry are in adequate physical condition to endure an induced moult 
if necessary.  
SA9.6 A person in charge must ensure that poultry induced to moult are:  

1) in adequate physical condition to endure another lay cycle; and  
2) not deprived of feed or water; and  
3) not fed a high fibre/low energy diet for longer than 20 days or body weight loss of no more than 
25%; and  
4) provided with a calcium supplement. 

SA9.7 A person in charge must ensure that where wing and leg bands are used they are checked regularly 
and where necessary, loosened or removed.  
SA9.8 A person other than a veterinarian must not perform pinioning, castration or devoicing, on poultry.  
SA9.9 A person must not perform desnooding or dubbing for cosmetic purposes on poultry.  
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SA9.10 A person must only perform desnooding, dubbing, despurring and web marking on day old 
hatchlings selected as potential breeders.  
SA9.11 A person must only perform toe trimming on day old hatchlings selected as potential breeders, 
except for emus and ostriches which may have toes trimmed on commercial stock up to 5 days of age.  
SA9.12 A person must use appropriate pain relief when carrying out surgical procedures on poultry.  
SA9.13 A person must not pluck live poultry. 
Beak trimming  
SA9.14 A person must use appropriate tools and methods to trim the beaks of poultry.  
SA9.15 A person must not remove more than one-third of the upper and lower beaks.  
Blinkers  
SA9.16 A person must not use blinkers or contact lenses on poultry unless under veterinary advice.  
Hatching systems  
SA9.17 A person in charge must monitor hatching systems daily including back-up systems and/or alarms.  
SA9.18 A person must monitor incubators at regular intervals during hatching and hatchlings that are found 
outside the trays must be returned to the tray or placed in brooders as soon as possible.  
SA9.19 A person must treat hatchery waste, including unhatched embryos, quickly and effectively to ensure 
the rapid killing of all unhatched embryos.  
SA9.20 A person in charge must ensure cull or surplus hatchlings awaiting disposal are treated humanely 
and are killed as soon as practicable. 
 

COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE.  
The Standards need to reflect the weight of scientific evidence that: 
(i) induced or forced moulting must not be permitted given its adverse effects on animal welfare. Standards 
SA9.4 to SA9.6 must be rescinded and new Standards introduced to ensure that poultry are not forced to 
moult. The NR stated: 

LH8.3c Moulting 
Laying hens have a tendency to become less productive with time, particularly when housed in 
cages with limited opportunities for exercise. Productivity can be restored to some extent by an 
extended period of total or partial withdrawal of food which induces a forced moult. This practice is 
associated with greatly increased mortality during the feed withdrawal period. There is strong 
evidence that the procedure causes stress and that the birds are highly motivated to eat. The 
provision of low nutrient diets during the moulting procedure does not appear to reduce hunger. This 
practice has strongly negative welfare consequences. The emergence of strains of birds selected for 
longer laying cycles reduces the need to engage in this practice… 
 
The practice of moulting is banned in the EU under Council Directive 98/58/EC which stipulates in 
paragraphs 14 and 15 of the Annex that “animals must be fed a wholesome diet which is appropriate 
to their age and species and which is fed to them in sufficient quantity to maintain them in good 
health and satisfy their nutritional needs” and that “all animals must have access to feed at intervals 
appropriate to their physiological needs”… 
 
Mortality can be high during the moulting period, whether the birds are deprived of feed or whether 
feed substitution methods are used (average 2.1% in 4 weeks (Keshavarz and Quimby, 2002); 2.7% 
in 4 weeks (Biggs et al., 2003); average approx. 2.5% in 4 weeks, up to 6.1% on some farms (Bell 
and Kuney, 2004); 1.9 to 2.3% (Anderson and Havenstein, 2007); average 3.9% in 6 weeks 
(Yardimci and Bayram, 2008) …0% for some dietary treatments but up to 5.5% in 4 weeks for hens 
fed distillers’ grains (Mejia et al., 2010); 4.4% in 1 week (Rafeeq et al., 2013)… 
 
Birds that do not die experience substantial weight loss. For hens deprived of feed for 10-14 days 
figures of 19.7% (Biggs et al., 2003), 20.1 to 25.1% (Bell and Kuney, 2004), 30% (Shimmura et al., 
2008b), 30.2% (Keshavarz and Quimby, 2002) 15% over 28 days, (Biggs et al., 2003); 11.8-23.4% 
over 14 days (Bell and Kuney 2004); 21-29% over 10 days (Sariozkan et al., 2013), 26-27% over 7-8 
days (dos Santos et al., 2014)…  
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During food withdrawal, indices of fearfulness increase (Altan et al., 2005) with increases in plasma 
corticosterone during the initial 48 h of feed deprivation (Webster, 2003). Antioxidant status is 
compromised (Mert and Yildirim, 2016). Increases in H:L ratio (Altan et al., 2005; Dunkley et al., 
2007) and acute phase protein markers of inflammation are sometimes observed between days 9 
and 12 (Dunkley et al., 2007)… 
 
From a public health viewpoint it has become a matter of concern that food deprived birds become 
more susceptible to infection e.g. from Salmonella enteritidis (Woodward et al., 2005)... 
 
Large increases in activity (Webster, 2003; Dickey et al., 2010) and non-nutritive pecking (Dunkley et 
al., 2008a; 2008b; Mazzuco et al., 2011; but not Dickey et al., 2010) are observed before birds 
become relatively inactive to conserve energy, primarily using their lipid reserves. Increases in 
aggression (Webster, 2003) and injurious pecking have also been noted (Anderson et al., 2004). A 
study into the question of how hunger is experienced by birds during moult was conducted by Koch 
et al. (2007)… The conclusion was that feeding low-nutrient diets during moulting does not reduce 
hunger or improve animal welfare… 
 
The very problem is partly a consequence of keeping birds in conventional cages where they cannot 
exercise and become over-fat. A combination of moving towards FCs or non-cage systems that 
allow birds to exercise, and the emergence of new strains of laying hens with longer productive first 
laying cycles (Bain et al., 2016) should see forced moulting become a redundant practice... 

(ii) Beak trimming is a painful procedure that must only be used as a last resort to combat injurious pecking 
and must be restricted to day old chicks using IR and not HB techniques. Research into benign beak 
blunting techniques is needed (as well as management of the underlying reasons for IP). SA9.14 and 
SA9.15 give free rein to the continuance of this practice. If beak trimming must be performed, pain relief 
must be used. The NR stated: 

LH8.3b Beak Trimming 
Beak trimming is an effective method of reducing the damage caused by injurious pecking. The 
procedure causes pain and reduces beak function. Beak trimming day-old chicks at the hatchery using 
an infra-red method appears to be less painful and cause fewer long-term negative effects than hot-
blade trimming. However, research on pain associated with infra-red trimming is still limited. An 
alternative approach is to provide birds with pecking blocks whereby the beak is gradually blunted over 
a prolonged period of time. Further research on beak blunting is needed... 
 
Beak trimming is a welfare concern because it can cause pain and changes in function (Freire et al., 
2008; Freire et al., 2011). HB trimming is accompanied by reduced growth rate, feed intake (Prescott 
and Bonser, 2004), pecking force and activity (Janczak and Riber, 2015). It also increases 
adrenocorticotropic hormone levels in the blood and altered immune function (Xie et al., 2013)… 
 
Beak trimmed birds, for example, show compromised preening activity and can have higher 
ectoparasite loads as a result (Mullens et al., 2010; Vezzoli et al., 2015b). Chen et al. (2011) 
documented changes in populations of the northern fowl mite and the chicken body louse in both intact-
beak and (hot blade) beak-trimmed birds. At peak periods of infestation, beak-trimmed birds harboured 
between 4.6 and 7.8 times more lice, and between 5 and 40 times more mites, than intact-beak birds. 
Increased beak sensitivity (to heat and pressure) is also observed in birds that have been HB beak-
trimmed at hatch or at 14 weeks… (Jongman et al., 2008). In addition, significant changes in 
navigational ability and functional activity are detected due to damage to mechanoreceptors and 
magnetoreceptors in the beak (Freire et al., 2011). 
 
IR trimming has been proposed as a more precise (Carruthers et al., 2012), less harmful and less 
chronically painful method than HB (Dennis et al., 2009; McKeegan and Philbey, 2012)...  

 
The humane answer to the IP problem is not beak trimming but rather to manage the underlying factors that 
predispose to this practice. 
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Beak trimming  
GA9.12 New, more humane technologies and methods for performing physical alterations should be 
adopted as they become available.  
GA9.13 Beak trimming, when undertaken, should be done using an infrared beam within 3 days of hatching.  
GA9.14 If therapeutic beak trimming is required, it should be carried out by trained and skilled personnel at 
as early an age as possible and care should be taken to remove the minimum amount of beak necessary 
using a method which minimises pain and controls bleeding.  
GA9.15 Alternative strategies for managing injurious (feather) pecking that minimise the need for beak 
trimming should be employed. 
 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable these Guidelines are not Standards given the huge numbers of birds being farmed and 
the strong evidence that beak trimming impacts negatively on animal welfare.  
 
Induced moulting  
GA9.16 Where exceptional circumstances necessitate induced moulting should only be carried out;(sic)  

 when replenishing a flock in event of a disease outbreak  

 where there is limitation of available grower space  

 when there is limited availability of day old pullets.  

GA9.17 Alternative strategies for inducing moulting that minimise the need for feed restriction should be 
explored. 

COMMENT: It is unacceptable that GA9.16 permits induced moulting for purely economic reasons and 
GA9.17 “misses” the fact there are already genetic lines of birds with longer laying periods.  

 

 

10. Humane killing 

 
SA10.1 A person in charge must ensure killing methods for poultry result in rapid death, or loss of 
consciousness, followed by death while unconscious.  
SA10.2 A person must have the relevant knowledge, experience and skills to be able to humanely kill 
poultry, or be under the direct supervision of a person who has the relevant knowledge, experience and 
skills, unless:  

1) the poultry are suffering and need to be killed to prevent undue suffering; and  
2) there is an unreasonable delay until direct supervision by a person who has the relevant 
knowledge, experience and skills becomes available.  

SA10.3 A person in charge of poultry which are suffering from severe distress, disease or injury and that 
cannot be reasonably treated or which have no prospect of recovery must ensure that the poultry are killed 
at the first reasonable opportunity.  
SA10.4 A person killing poultry must take reasonable action to confirm the bird is dead. 

 
COMMENT: ACCEPTABLE 

 
 GA10.2 Acceptable methods should be used for the humane killing of poultry, these are:  

 cervical dislocation or decapitation for poultry less than 6 kgs  

 stunning by blunt trauma followed by decapitation or bleeding out for poultry over 6 kgs  

 electrical stunning  

 gas using carbon dioxide or a mixture of inert gases  

 captive bolt  

 firearm  

 immediate fragmentation/maceration for unhatched eggs and day-old chicks.  
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COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable that this Guideline is not a Standard given the huge numbers of birds being farmed and 
the foreseeable need to develop and use acceptable methods for the humane killing of poultry. The 
community expects farmers to exercise a basic duty of care. It is not possible to comply with SA10.1 without 
complying with GA10.2. The use of the words “these are” precludes the acceptance of emerging humane 
slaughter methods and should be amended to “and these include”. 
 
Confirming death in poultry after humane killing  
GA10.6 Three or more signs should be observed to determine whether the method used for humane killing 
has caused death.  

Note: Signs of death include:  

 loss of consciousness and deliberate movement including eye movement  

 absence of a corneal ‘blink’ reflex when the eyeball is touched, or  

 maximum dilation of the pupil  

 absence of rhythmic respiratory movements for at least 5 minutes  

 in case of cervical dislocation, manual verification of a clear gap of skin only in the neck area.  
 

COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable that this Guideline is not a Standard given the huge numbers of birds being farmed and 
the foreseeable need for the humane killing of poultry, which by definition must include confirmation of 
death. The community expects farmers to exercise a basic duty of care. It is puzzling to contemplate what 
other “reasonable action” might be envisaged by SA10.4, if the signs of death listed in GA10.6 are not 
intended to be the reasonable actions that need to be taken. 

 
 

11. Poultry at slaughtering establishments 
 

 
SA11.1 A person must ensure that poultry at a slaughtering establishment are treated in a manner that 
minimises handling and stress.  
SA11.2 A person in charge must ensure killing methods for poultry result in rapid loss of consciousness, 
followed by death while unconscious.  
SA11.3 A person must ensure that if poultry are not fit for slaughter they will be killed humanely.  
SA11.4 A person must ensure that devices which use blunt force to the head, pinch or crush the spinal cord 
are not used to stun poultry.  
SA11.5 A person in charge must ensure slaughtering establishments have a contingency plan to be used in 
case the main stunning system does not work.  
SA11.6 A person must ensure that if there is an extended delay in slaughtering, alternative arrangements 
are made for slaughter at an alternative facility, or humane killing.  
SA11.7 A person must ensure all poultry held awaiting slaughtering must be protected from direct sunlight, 
radiant and reflected heat, and adverse weather such as rain and wind.  
SA11.8 A person in charge must ensure that the effectiveness of the stun is monitored and that birds are 
dead prior to entering the scalder. 
 
COMMENT: ACCEPTABLE if the word “humane” is inserted before “manner” in SA11.1; “first reasonable 
opportunity” is added to SA11.3 (this achieves consistency with SA3.3); and confirmation of death is 
formally added to SA11.8. 
 
GA11.1 All holding areas should be managed to allow adequate ventilation. e.g. corridors between stacked 
crates.  
GA11.2 All poultry in holding areas should be checked at a minimum of every 2 hours for welfare. Checks 
should be recorded on the daily monitoring form.  
GA11.3 Contingency plans for stunning should include stopping processing and return poultry to 
holding/growing areas, second electrical stunner, captive bolt etc.  
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GA11.4 The lairage at the processing plant should be covered to provide shelter and shade and be fitted 
with fans and misting equipment to allow cooling of poultry as required.  
Shackling — Electrical stunning systems  
GA11.5 The shackle should be able to accommodate the shanks of birds of different size and weight without 
causing undue trauma to the birds.  
GA11.6 If poultry are shackled they should be suspended head downwards from shackle lines for a short 
time to allow them to settle before stunning. 
GA11.7 Shackling of poultry should occur in a purpose built area with a maximum light level of 5 Lux.  
GA11.8 If poultry are shackled a breast comforter should be installed from the end of the shackling point to 
the stunner and be operating in a manner that does not cause injury to poultry.  
Stunning — Electrical stunning systems  
GA11.9 Poultry should not be suspended from the shackling line for more than 3 minutes for domestic fowl 
and turkeys before they are stunned.  
GA11.10 Equipment and procedures for stunning should ensure that poultry are immediately rendered 
unconscious without receiving pre-stun shocks.  
GA11.11 Effective electrical water bath operation should include:  

 effective earthing  

 proper adjustment of the water height in the water bath according to the size of the bird  

 proper construction of the entry ramp  

 correct immersion of the birds in the water ramp  

 proper adjustment of the voltage and amperage to the age and size of the bird.  
Stunning — controlled atmosphere systems  
GA11.12 The module unloader should be checked at the end of each batch of birds to ensure no birds 
have fallen to the floor or are trapped in the loader unit. Fallen or trapped birds should be either placed into 
the gas stunning unit’s entry point or, if injured, immediately killed.  
GA11.13 Poultry should not be subjected to the gas mixture until the correct concentration has been 
reached.  
GA11.14 Gas stunning units should have windows or other surveillance to allow observation of the birds to 
verify that the gas mixture is rendering birds insensible with minimal distress.  
Bleeding out  
GA11.15 Bleeding out times prior to immersion for scalding or prior to plucking should not be less than 90 
seconds for domestic fowl and 2 minutes for turkeys. 

 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable that these Guidelines are not Standards given the huge numbers of birds being 
slaughtered at establishments daily and the vulnerability of the poultry after the stress of catching, 
transporting, and lairage. Many birds, such as spent hens, will be extremely vulnerable to bone injury and 
must be handled with care.  The community expects the poultry industry to exercise a basic duty of care. 
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Part B Species standards and guidelines for poultry 
 

 

B1 Laying Chickens 3  

 
SB1.1 A person in charge must not allow the excreta of laying hens in cages to accumulate to the stage 
that compromises poultry health and welfare.  
SB1.2 A person in charge must ensure multi deck cages are arranged so that the poultry in the lower tiers 
are protected from excreta from above.  
SB1.3 A person in charge must ensure poultry in cages are able to stand at a normal height. Cages must 
be at least higher than the maximum height of all the poultry standing normally. The height of all cages 
must be at least 40 cm over 65% of the cage floor area.  
SB1.4 A person in charge must ensure that, for useable areas and any area occupied by feeding and 
watering equipment and nest boxes, on one or more levels ensure that;  
1) each level is easily accessible to the hens  
2) headroom between the levels is at least 45 cm  
3) all levels are accessible to stock workers to observe and reach birds which are sick or injured  
4) feeding and watering facilities are distributed to provide equal and ready access to all hens; and  
5) levels are sited so as not to foul birds below.  
SB1.5 A person in charge must ensure that after the training period, where hens are housed under 
artificial light, lighting schedules must provide a minimum of 4 hours of continuous darkness in each 24-
hour period.  
 
Stocking Densities Cage Systems  
SB1.6 A person in charge must ensure that all caged laying chickens weighing less than 4.5 kg live weight 
have the following minimum acceptable space allowances:  

 
Birds per cage Minimum cage floor area per bird  
3 or more birds (<2.4 kgs) per cage 550 cm2  
3 or more birds (>/= 2.4 kgs) per cage 600 cm2  
2 birds per cage 675 cm2  
Single bird cages 1000 cm2 
 
3 Laying chickens include birds (Gallus gallus) being reared and managed for table egg production, but do not include birds being reared and 
managed for purposes of breeding laying chickens (see Part B3)  
 
NB: Floor area is measured in a horizontal plane and includes the area under the egg/waste baffle and the 
area under the drinking nipples and vee-trough for water.  
Maximum acceptable live weight density for rearing laying pullets is 40 kg live weight per m2 cage floor 
area.  
 
SB1.7 A person in charge must ensure that all laying chickens weighing 4.5 kg or more live weight do not 
exceed the following stocking densities:  
 
Birds per cage Maximum live weight per unit of floor  
3 or more birds per cage 46 kg/m2  
2 birds per cage 40 kg/m2  
Single birds cages 26 kg/m2  
NB: Floor area is measured in a horizontal plane and includes the area under the egg/waste baffle and the 
area under the drinking nipples and vee-trough for water.  
Maximum acceptable live weight density for rearing laying pullets is 40 kg live weight per m2 cage floor 
area.  
 
Stocking Densities Non – Caged Systems  
SB1.8 A person in charge must not exceed a stocking density of 30 kg/m2 (measured as bird density in 
the useable area) for rearing laying pullets and for managing adult laying chickens.  
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cm2).   

SB1.9 A person in charge must provide nest boxes for layer hens in lay in non-caged systems 
 

COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE.  
It is unacceptable that these Standards allow: 
 
(i) Continuing use of cages without any phase out period, and that the stocking densities permitted 
constitute ongoing cruelty to layer hens by denying them adequate room to move and perform innate and 
valued behavioural repertoires. The NR stated: 
 

 LH8.1 Stocking density and group size 
In caged environments, space allowances of less than approx. 600 cm2/bird are associated with 
increased mortality, an increase in physiological stress and compromised immune function. 

 
The NR further stated: 

 
LH5.1 Behaviour in conventional cages 
The spatial restriction of the conventional cage prevents or constrains the performance of most 
comfort movements, and there are no resources to meet the birds’ roosting and nesting needs. A 
limited amount of foraging can take place in the feed trough. 
 
At the high stocking rates and small cage sizes typical of a conventional cage, hens are effectively 
prevented from performing even simple locomotor and comfort movements. In a classic paper, 
Dawkins and Hardie (1989) recorded the unrestricted behaviour of brown hybrids. They presented 
the following ranges of space occupied to turn around (540 to 1006 cm2), stretch wings (653 to 1118 
cm2), wing flap (860 to 1980 cm2), preen (814 to 1270 cm2),and ground scratch(540 to 1005 
cm2).More recently, in a video kinematic study of white hybrid layers, Mench and Blatchford (2014) 
determined the space required by hens to stand (563 cm2), turn around (1315 cm2), lie down (318 
cm2), and wing flap  (1,693 cm2). The mean heights utilised were, for standing (34.8 cm), turning 
(38.6 cm) and wing flapping (49.5 cm). Lohmann Silver hens occupy 545  cm2when standing(Briese 
and Hartung, 2009). 
 
These basic figures do not take into account the capacity of hens to share space (a factor that 
increases with increasing cage and group size at the same stocking rate, Appleby (2004) which 
could reduce spatial requirement. But neither do these figures take into account the tendency of 
hens to cluster and perform behaviours in synchrony (LH4.5), attributes which could increase spatial 
requirements. Savory et al. (2006) observed hens in groups of 5 or 6 in adjustable test pens at 
600,2,400, 4,800, 7,200, 9,600 and 12,000 cm2/bird. The greatest constraints were observed at 600 
cm2/bird compared with 2,400 cm2/bird, but the authors concluded that any space allowance of less 
than 4,800 cm2/bird imposed some constraint on behaviour… 
 
A meta-analysis of 35 separate scientific studies showed that comfort behaviour is performed at a far 
lower level in conventional cages than other systems (Freire and Cowling, 2013), a finding confirmed 
in other reviews (Lay et al., 2011) and in more recent papers from China (Li et al., 2016; Meng et al., 
2017)… 
 
Hens do not adapt to spatial restriction, their motivation to do the restricted behaviours shows a 
compensatory rebound which increases with duration of confinement (Nicol, 1987). 
The lack of resources such as any litter material means that hens cannot show dust-bathing 
behaviour in conventional cages, although their motivation to do increases with time as indicated by 
rebound levels of dust-bathing if litter is provided after a period of restriction in a conventional cage 
(Colson et al., 2007). 
 
Fear responses to novel objects (Colson et al., 2006) and fear responses indicated by tonic 
immobility (Li et al., 2016) are greater for hens in conventional cages than hens in aviaries (Colson 
et al., 2006). 
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While arguments can be mounted that hens in cages suffer less infectious disease and less IP, the price 
these animals have to pay for their relative safety is unacceptably high. Besides the huge behavioural 
constraints, a number of other adverse impacts on caged poultry exist. For example, the NR stated: 

 
LH3.4 Bone strength and disuse osteoporosis 
Bones need to experience weight-bearing in order to maintain their structural strength. In 
conventional cages, the restriction of movement is particularly severe, leading to considerably 
reduced bone strength that in turn makes the birds susceptible to sustaining fractures of the leg and 
wings, during depopulation in particular (Sherwin et al., 2010).  
Indeed these authors found that fractures at depopulation were nearly five times more common in 
hens from conventional cages than from other systems. 

While Australia prides itself on its animal welfare standards, the NR sets out how far we are lagging behind 
internationally on phasing out cages: 

 
LH1.2 Conventional cages (CC) 
A minimum legal space allowance of 450 cm2 per bird was prescribed within the European 
Community (EC) in 1988. In 1999 the EC specified (1999/74/EC) minimum space allowances in 
cages of 550 cm2 per hen of unrestricted area from 2003-2012, after which the system was banned. 
This minimum space allowance currently applies in Victoria and other states in Australia. 
Conventional cages are now being phased out in New Zealand (by 2022). As of 1 April 2017, no new 
conventional cages will be constructed in Canada, with a 15 year phase-out period. In the USA a 
wave of restaurants, supermarkets and other retailers (representing some 70% of US egg 
production) have committed to go cage-free within 10 years, a move that is taking place alongside 
individual bans on conventional cages in some states (California, Michigan, Oregon). Countries such 
as Taiwan have published guidance designed to encourage a voluntary switch from conventional 
cage production. 

 
The welfare of layer hens in CC is believed to have attracted more debate than any other intensive husbandry 
system (Freire and Cowling 2013)3. A recent survey commissioned by RSPCA Australia showed that 84% of 
the Australian public is concerned about the welfare imposts on hens in cages, and that 8 in 10 people want 
battery cages phased out (McCrindle 2017)4.  
 
Not surprisingly, the percentage of eggs produced from caged hens in Australia has decreased sharply over 
the past 5 years in response to public concern for the welfare of layer hens, while the percentage of free-
range eggs sold has grown strongly, despite the higher cost. Barn-laid eggs have also increased their market 
share over the past five years.  
 

The Australian retail, food service and hotel sector is also moving away from cage eggs. Importantly, the 
major Australian supermarkets (joining overseas companies) are committing to the end of cage 
egg sales; Woolworths will complete its transition in 2025, Coles have removed all cage eggs from 
its own brands and is working to reduce cage egg sales, and Aldi will no longer stock cage eggs by 
2025.   
 
McDonald’s fast food restaurants have already transitioned to ‘cage free’ eggs (in late 2017) and 
Subway, Hungry Jacks and Grill’d are following. Over the last several years major food products 
companies trading in Australia have announced cage free commitments, including Nestle (by 
2025), Unilever and Mars (by 2020), food caterers Sodexo, and hotel chains including the Hilton, 

                                                      
3 Freire R, Cowling A (2013) The welfare of laying hens in conventional cages and alternative systems: first steps towards a 
quantitative comparison. Anim Welf 22:57–65. 
4 https://www.rspca.org.au/media-centre/news/2017/breakthrough-research-finds-84-australians-want-end-battery-cage 

https://www.rspca.org.au/media-centre/news/2017/breakthrough-research-finds-84-australians-want-end-battery-cage
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Marriott and Hyatt have already done away with cage eggs in their hotels. This trend is expected to 

continue (IBISWorld, 2015)5. 
 
Unfortunately, nearly 70% of all hens in Australia are still housed in barren cages, because the wholesaling, 
manufacturing, and food service sectors continue to use cage eggs. This “hidden” use of eggs is a major 
reason why cages must be phased out. 
 
(ii) An inadequate minimum of 4 hours of continuous darkness in each 24-hour period (see SB1.5)-see 
comments for GB1.2 &1.3 below. 
 
(iii) A high maximum allowable stocking density for non cage systems (up to and including 30 kg/m2 -
measured as bird density in the useable area- for rearing laying pullets and for managing adult laying 
chickens). Using an estimation of a 2kg ISA Brown layer hen, this equates to some 15 birds/m2. The NR 
stated: 

LH8.1 Stocking density and group size 
In non-cage systems the effects of stocking rates between 7 and 12 birds/m2 are inconsistent, 
possibly because uneven bird distribution can be a confounding factor. 

 
The Poultry Welfare Standards and Guidelines – Non Cage Systems Draft Supporting Paper SAGV1 (Non 
Cage Systems DSP) advised: 

Overall, little research has focused on the welfare of hens in non-cage systems in comparison to 
conventional cages… Very few studies have been conducted on the effects of flock size or stocking 
density on the welfare of hens in non-cage systems in commercial conditions. Neither group size nor 
stocking density were found to have clear effects on hen welfare in a study on barn systems, and the 
authors noted that other housing and management factors may influence hen welfare to a larger extent 
than stocking density per se (Nicol et al., 2006)6.  

A European panel of welfare experts concluded in their report that “It is difficult to prescribe precise 
space allowances in non-cage systems due to the complexity of the environment and the ways birds 
distribute themselves” (Laywell, 2006)7. Research is needed on the effects of flock size, stocking 
density, and the interactions between these two factors on hen welfare. The quality of the environment 
provided and the management of these non-cage systems can also have profound influences on the 
welfare of the birds. Practical solutions should be researched for hygiene, parasite and disease 
management in non-cage systems. The implications of non-cage systems for hen welfare should be 
studied in Australian conditions given the differences in climatic conditions, management and 
genotype. 

 

The question has to be asked then on what scientific basis were the stocking densities of 30kg/m2 for layer 
pullets and adult birds (see SB1.8) based? Also, much of the comparative literature for layer birds is given 
as birds/m2 but this information is missing from the DPSG and the Non Cage Systems DSP. The only direct 
reference we could find to this is in a non-peer reviewed article by Dr Isabelle Ruhnke8  in which she stated 
in reference to the Model Code that the indoor stocking density for all cage free systems should not exceed 
30 kg body weight/m2 (15 hens/m2). It is difficult to see how these stocking densities could be based on 
science, and not just industry practice. 
 
It would appear then that Australia is permitting a much higher stocking density than NZ, where the stocking 
density for barns must not exceed 7 hens per m2 for barns with no outdoor access; must not exceed 9 hens 

                                                      
5 IBISWorld (2015) Egg farming in Australia. IBISWorld Industry Report A0172 https://www.ibisworld.com.au/industry-trends/market-
research-reports/agriculture-forestry-fishing/agriculture/egg-farming.html 
6 Nicol CJ, Brown SN, Glen E, Pope SJ, Short FJ, Warriss PD, Zimmerman PH and Wilkins LJ (2006) Effects of stocking density, 
flock size and management on the welfare of laying hens in single-tier aviaries Br. Poult. Sci. 47:135-146 
7 LayWel (2006) Results of the European project SSPE-CT-2004–502315 – welfare implications of changes in production systems for 

laying hens. Deliverable 7.1 Overall strengths and weaknesses of each defined housing system for laying hens, and detailing the 
overall welfare impact of housing system European Union. Available at http://www.laywel.eu/ 

8 Free-range egg production in Australia – industry trends and challenges in Vol. 50 (2), September 2015 | LOHMANN Information 

https://www.ibisworld.com.au/industry-trends/market-research-reports/agriculture-forestry-fishing/agriculture/egg-farming.html
https://www.ibisworld.com.au/industry-trends/market-research-reports/agriculture-forestry-fishing/agriculture/egg-farming.html
http://www.laywel.eu/
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m2   

per m2 for within barns with outdoor access; and for pullets between 7-18 weeks of age in barns the 
stocking densities must not exceed 14 pullets per m29. The NZ stocking densities were developed by the 
National Animal Welfare Advisory Committee (NAWAC) as part of its regulatory process to develop the 
Animal Welfare (Layer Hens) Code of Welfare 2012 (NZ Layer Hens Code), issued under the Animal 
Welfare Act 1999.  
It is also worth noting that the Non Cage Systems Draft Support paper provides information regarding 
stocking densities and hen welfare in the European Union (EU), which also shows how far Australia is 
lagging on this issue: 

 
Alternative (non-cage) systems 
From 1 January 2002, all newly built or rebuilt alternative systems of production and all such 
systems of production brought into use for the first time must comply with the following 
requirements… 

 the stocking density must not exceed nine laying hens per m2 of usable area (however, 
where the usable area corresponds to the available ground surface, a stocking density of 12 
hens per m2 is authorised until 31 December 2011 for those establishments applying this 
system on 3 August 1999). 

 
Member States are to ensure that these requirements apply from 1 January 2007 

 

The NR also stated: 
 

LH1.4 Non-cage systems (NC) 
The EU Directive 1999/4 requires all barns systems in member states to provide 250 cm2 littered 
area per hen, with stocking rate not to exceed 9 hens/ m2  
useable area…. 
 
LH1.4a Single-tier barn (ST) 
The maximum stocking rate for eggs to be described as barn (deep litter) is 7 birds per m2 under EC 
trading standards. 

 
Lighting  
GB1.2 The lighting system should provide a minimum period of 8 hours continuous artificial or natural 
lighting per day and a minimum period of 7 hours continuous darkness (with all lights off) to be provided 
at night, in every 24-hour period. The exception to this is during extreme heat where feeding birds during 
cooler parts of the day may be required to reduce the risk to their welfare.  

GB1.3 The light intensity measured at bird head height across the laying facility, during the light period, 
should be at least 10 Lux. 

 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable these Guidelines are not Standards given the huge numbers of birds being farmed and 
the sensitivity of poultry to light levels and dark periods. We would argue for a mandatory 8hr period of 
continuous darkness. 

 
GB1.4 For tiered systems, unless the poultry can access outdoor areas the litter area should provide 
sufficient space to allow at least one third of the flock to forage and dust-bathe at any one time. 
GB1.5 When using litter poultry should be given continuous access to litter as soon as possible but no 
later than 3 weeks following placement allowing for a period in which to train birds to use the nests. 
 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 

                                                      
9 NZ Layer Hens Code Minimum Standard No 6-Stocking Densities 
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 It is unacceptable these Guidelines are not Standards given the huge numbers of birds being farmed 
and the evidence supporting the welfare importance of litter, including as part of the recommended 
management strategy to reduce IP. The NR stated: 
 

LH3.5b Injurious (severe) feather pecking 
Absent or poor-quality litter is thus a major risk factor for injurious pecking (IP) (Huber-Eicher and 
Wechsler, 1998; Nicol et al., 2001), with an inverse relationship seen between time spent foraging 
on harmless substrates and time spent feather pecking (Klein et al., 2000). Reduced foraging 
opportunities appear to interact with high levels of bird fearfulness or stress to increase the overall 
risk of feather pecking. 

 
Nest boxes  
GB1.6 Where nests are provided, there should be a sufficient number of appropriately-sized nests for the 
strain and number of hens in each group.  
GB1.7 Hens should be provided with a minimum of one single nest for every 7 birds or 1m² nesting box 
area for every 120 birds.  
GB1.8 Nest boxes should be enclosed and provide a suitable floor substrate to encourage nesting 
behaviour.  
GB1.9 Nest box flooring should not consist of wire or plastic-coated wire.  
GB1.10 Nest boxes should be kept clean and operational.  
GB1.11 Where used during nest box training, nest box lighting should:  

 only be turned on in the morning  

 be turned off in the afternoon  

 not be used once birds have learnt to lay in the nest.  
     GB1.12 Where electric wires are used along walls and corners to prevent floor eggs, these should:  

 only be turned on in the morning during nest box training  

 be turned off in the afternoon  

 not be used once birds have learnt to lay in the nest.  
GB1.13 Where a large number of floor eggs are found, efforts should be made to identify if there is a 
problem with the nest boxes, and to rectify the problem if possible 

 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable these Guidelines (bar GB1.12) are not Standards given the huge numbers of birds 
being farmed and the strong evidence supporting the need for access to nests for all laying birds.  Re 
GB1.12 we are strongly opposed to the use of aversive training methods and call for a phase out of the 
use of electrified devices in sheds. The NR stated: 

 
LH5.3 Behaviour in non-cage systems 
When new birds arrive in the house, practices such as confining birds to the slatted areas near the 
nest boxes, not allowing access to litter substrates, not allowing access to the outdoor range, placing 
electrified wires on parts of the litter floor where eggs might be laid can inadvertently increase the 
risk of injurious pecking. Modifying these practices (e.g. to allow newly housed birds access to litter 
during afternoon periods when most egg laying has finished) can help solve both problems (Lambton 
et al., 2013). 

 
Perches  
GB1.14 Perches should be provided at all times.  
GB1.15 Perches should be provided at not less than 15 cm per bird unless a producer is able to 
demonstrate that this would obstruct movement of birds and people throughout the laying facility in which 
case no less than 7.5 cm per bird is permitted.  
GB1.16 Perches should be constructed and positioned to:  

 be raised above and not flush with floor areas  

 allow birds to access them  

 allow birds to stand in a normal posture  

 provide a comfortable support for the bird’s feet and keel bone  
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 minimise the risk of injury  

 prevent vent pecking by birds below and/or behind  

 minimise soiling of birds below.  
 

COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE 
It is unacceptable these Guidelines are not Standards given the huge numbers of birds being farmed and 
the strong evidence supporting the need for access to perches (or other roosts) for all laying birds with a 
motivation to perch. The NR stated: 

 
LH4.2 Behavioural need for a perch 
Evidence for a behavioural need to perch is complex and the different components of perching have 
not been fully considered until recently. It seems that hens are highly motivated to seek elevated 
areas at night for roosting, but further research is needed to establish whether birds need to grasp a 
rounded pole with their feet, or whether roosting motivation is satisfied by elevated platforms or grids 
that may pose less of a risk of bone damage… 
 
The provision of perches can reduce aggression in small groups of hens (Cordiner et al., 2001). In 
non-cage flocks it would seem beneficial to allow highly-motivated night-time roosting on elevated 
structures, but these may be achievable by providing appropriately-designed grids, ramps and 
platforms that do not necessarily fit the common image of a “perch”but that do minimise risks of 
injury and fracture (Stratmann et al., 2015a; Heerkens et al., 2016a; Pettersson et al., 2017). Such 
provision may also be beneficial during the rearing period (see LH9). Within non-cage systems 
further research, to consider how hens use all of the structural elements provided, is still needed 
(Campbell et al., 2016b). It is also possible that the fear-reducing properties of perches could be met 
in other ways e.g. by providing ground-level covered areas or refuges (Freire et al., 2003) 

 
 

B2 Meat chickens (4) 

 

 
SB2.1 A person in charge must ensure that after 7 days of age, lighting patterns must encourage activity 
and provide a minimum period of 4 hours of continuous darkness each day except on the day of pickup 
(meat chickens) and meat chickens during very hot weather.  
SB2.2 A person must not routinely undertake surgical procedures, such as beak trimming, on meat 
chickens.  
 
Maximum acceptable live weight densities for Meat Chickens (Non-Caged Systems)  
SB2.3 A person in charge must not exceed the following stocking densities for meat chickens:  
 
Housing Type                        Minimum Requirements                                    Maximum Density  
Tunnel ventilated or                Evaporative cooling system capable                   40 kg/m2 year-round  
extractive systems etc.            of 1 air exchange per minute  
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
Other mechanically ventilated          Stirring fans                                                40 kg/m2 winter  
                                                         Water-based cooling system                      36 kg/m2 summer                                                                
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
Non-mechanically ventilated                                                                               28 kg/m2 year-round 
 
NB: Winter – is pick up occurring between 1 April and 30 September  

  Summer – is pick up occurring between 1 October and 31 March 
 
(4) Note - Meat chickens include birds (Gallus gallus) being reared and managed for meat production purposes and do not include birds being 
reared and managed for the purpose of breeding meat chickens (see Part B3). While meat chickens in Australia are currently reared and 
managed using only non-caged systems of husbandry, this Part should not be interpreted as precluding the future use of innovative husbandry 
systems offering improved animal welfare outcomes.   
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COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE.  
It is unacceptable that these Standards allow: 

 
(i) SB2.1… minimum period of 4 hours of continuous darkness each day except on the day of pickup 
(meat chickens) and meat chickens during very hot weather…  
 

Animals Australia has already opposed a minimum allowable lighting intensity of 5 Lux for all poultry (see 
our comments for SA6.3) and a minimum dark period of only 4 hours (see our comments for SA6.5).  
Further, broiler sheds should be temperature controlled and well ventilated and not have to rely on keeping 
birds in the dark to stay cool. The NR stated: 

 
B8.1 Light and vision 
Continuous or near-continuous lighting, and dim illumination (<10 lux) during the lights-on period, 
have negative effects on broiler behaviour and health; a photoperiod of 16L:8D appears to be 
appropriate for maximising broiler welfare. Behaviour patterns of broilers become synchronised 
when there is a pronounced intensity contrast between the light and dark period; this synchronised 
activity reduces sleep disturbance during dark periods… 
 
Leg health, leg bone quality and FPD benefit from a longer scotophase… 
     
B3.3e Lameness risk factors 
The presence of a dark phase (scotophase) is conclusively beneficial for broiler leg health (Sanotra 
et al., 2002; Brickett et al., 2007; Knowles et al., 2008; Petek et al., 2010; Bassler et al., 2013; 
Schwean-Lardner et al., 2013; Das and Lacin, 2014). This may be because birds given a dark period 
are physically more active during the light period than birds kept under near-continuous light 
(Sanotra et al., 2002; Bayram and Özkan, 2010; Schwean-Lardner et al., 2012). Physical activity 
supports bone development (Reiter and Bessei, 2009), so increased activity during the light period 
may help reduce lameness in broiler flocks (Ventura et al., 2012; Bailie et al., 2013). In addition, 
bone mineralisation peaks during the dark period and is also sensitive to diurnal rhythm (Russell et 
al., 1984, cited by Bassler et al., 2013). 
      
B3.3g Prevention and control of lameness 
The widespread adoption of meal feeding, in combination with longer dark periods, is thought to be a 
major factor in leg health improvements seen in UK broilers over recent years. The light schedule 
broilers are kept under affects both their general activity level and their feeding behaviour (Sanotra 
et al., 2002; Bayram and Özkan, 2010; Schwean-Lardner et al., 2012). A photoperiod with a longer 
continuous scotophase10 appears to be particularly beneficial for improving walking ability…  
 
Lameness was also higher under a short scotophase (20L:4D) than a longer scotophase (12L:12D: 
Brickett et al., 2007). Positive associations between hours of light and lameness have also been 
identified in large commercial field studies (Knowles et al., 2008; Bassler et al., 2013), as well as 
associations reported between daylight hours, FPD and mortality due to poor leg health (Schwean-
Lardner et al., 2013). 

 
(ii) SB2.2 A person must not routinely undertake surgical procedures, such as beak trimming, on meat 
chickens.  
 
Comment:  It is not clear what constitutes “routinely” - it is very open to interpretation. This Standard also 
does not preclude the beak trimming of adult birds, nor restrict use to IR. At the very least, this Standard 
needs to restrict beak trimming broilers to exceptional circumstances only and under veterinary advice. 
Pain relief must be used. Our comments in relation to beak trimming in layer poultry apply here. 

 

                                                      
10 Dark phase 
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(iii) SB2.3 allows stocking densities of up to 40 kg/m2, when there is clear evidence that at such 
densities the welfare of broilers is compromised. For example, the NR stated: 

     B9.1b Stocking density, physiological stress and bird health 
 
Experimental studies demonstrate that lameness increases above a stocking density of 33-42 kg/m2 
(Sørensen et al., 2000; Hall, 2001; Thomas et al., 2004; Sun et al., 2013; Das and Lacin, 2014). Buijs 
et al. (2009) present evidence for deteriorations in leg health occurring at even lower densities; they 
observed pronounced differences in LTL measures in birds maintained at 6 and 23 kg/m2… 
 
On the basis of observations of (shallow and deep) panting observed in broilers maintained at 
different stocking densities (28-40 kg/m2) McLean et al. (2002) conclude that densities of less than 34 
kg/m2 provide better thermal comfort (and hence welfare). 
 

Importantly, the NR concluded: 

     B10. WELFARE CONSIDERATIONS: OVERVIEW 
 

Stocking densities of less than 33 kg/m2 are associated with reduced lameness, heat stress and 

contact dermatitis. However, other aspects of the broilers’ environment (particularly litter quality 

and ventilation) may be equally or more important in ensuring good health. Linking limits on 

stocking density with targets for animal-based measures of lameness and contact dermatitis 

would be beneficial… 

Although high stocking density has a negative influence on many aspects of broiler welfare, an 

imposed limit on stocking density that does not consider other aspects of the broilers’ 

environment is unlikely to substantially benefit animal welfare; failings in environment, nutrition 

and genetics will also require addressing… 

Regardless of whether it is stocking density or environmental factors that are having the greatest 

impact upon broiler welfare, under commercial conditions, these factors are often interlinked. 

Therefore, a study that reports an upregulation of a physiological stress response linked to a 

high stocking density, is likely to be indicative of environmental deficiencies that require 

addressing simultaneously… 

 
As part of New Zealand’s regulatory process to develop its Animal Welfare (Meat Chickens) Code of 
Welfare 2012 (NZ Meat Chicken Code), issued under the Animal Welfare Act 1999, the National Animal 
Welfare Advisory Committee (NAWAC) reviewed the previous Code. The resulting Animal Welfare (Meat 
Chickens) Code of Welfare Report (2011) considered the available evidence then and determined that 
stocking density in sheds must not exceed 38kg of live weight per square metre of floor space (NZ Meat 
Chicken Code Minimum Standard No 10-Stocking Densities).  

 
Critically, and in line with the NR, the NZ Meat Chicken Code Example Indicators for Minimum Standard 
No. 10 – Stocking Densities mandate that: 

• Chickens have access to feeders and waterers without undue competition  
• Chickens have unimpeded ability to stand, turn around, and flap their wings  
• Chickens outdoors are able to move and forage freely  
• Information on liveweight, stocking density and planning is recorded and made available for audit. 
The report is maintained for a period of two years  
• If chickens are inactive because of overcrowding, stocking rate is adjusted accordingly  
• Where the incidence of severe footpad lesions or hock burn is higher than 2%, stocking rate is 
adjusted accordingly 
 • Where the number of culls for lameness is higher than 0.3%, or is higher than that expected for the 
age and strain of the chickens, stocking rate is adjusted accordingly  
• Meat chickens are stocked at a maximum of 10 chickens per m² stocking density outside  
• There is minimal competition at popholes. 
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It is a further indictment on the current Australian process, that 6 years ago NZ was “ahead” of Australia 
by taking a more holistic and integrated approach to broiler welfare by not only setting a lower stocking 
density but also mandating “safeguards”. The NR also noted that: 

     B3.4a Foot pad dermatitis (FPD) -      Prevalence, risk factors and control 
 
Government surveillance schemes, whereby producers have to reduce their stocking density or 

correct management deficiencies (e.g. relating to litter quality) if their overall flock score (based 

on the prevalence and severity of FPD lesions at slaughter) exceeds certain predefined trigger 

limits, have already proved successful at reducing FPD in Sweden and Denmark (e.g. 

Kyvsgaard et al., 2013)… 

 
Animals Australia accepts that the stocking densities proposed in the DPSG are not regarded as “high” 
by industry, but according to the NR what is regarded as “high” also appears to vary: 
 

B3.2 Metabolic disorders - B3.2.a Prevalence and cause 

Imaeda (2000) observed an effect of stocking density upon seasonal mortality; a high stocking 

density (18 broilers/m2) was associated with increased total mortality and SDS mortality in the 

summer, and with an increase in SDS mortality in the winter compared to lower densities (12 

and 15 broilers/m2)… 

     B9.1a Stocking density and behaviour 

Bokkers et al. (2011) modelled the physical space needed for broilers to perform non-social 

behaviours at different stocking densities; they calculated that broilers reared at high stocking 

densities (>16 broilers/m2) will experience physical compression, with obvious behavioural 

ramifications. 

Based on information provided in the NR for the Ross 308 broiler: 

       INTRO 7. STOCKING DENSITY AND STOCKING RATE 

  … that male birds of this breed would be expected to weigh 2.39 kg at 36 days of age, and 

3.02 kg at 42 days of age. A stocking density of 33 kg/m2 equates to 13.8 birds/m2 at 36 days, 

and 10.9 birds/m2 at 42 days… 

The maximum permitted stocking density for broilers (40 kg/m2) in the DPSG equates to 13.2 

broilers/m2 at 42 days. This is clearly a stocking density that precludes the birds from moving freely 

or meets Mellor’s expectation of “lives worth living”. We also do not believe the public will tolerate 

this overcrowding of birds, especially given the other negatives in these birds’ lives such as the 

high risks of lameness. 

 
iv) Footnote 4 moots the use of cages for meat birds in the future.  We strongly oppose this. Besides our 
previous objections to the use of CC and FC in layer hens, which would also apply equally to broilers, we 
note the NR stated: 

B5.1 System type 
 
Fast-growing breeds, selected for productive performance, do not perform well under extended 
production and should not be used in extensive systems. Cage housing triggers fear and stress in 
broilers… 

 
As such, Footnote 4 needs to be removed and replaced with an undertaking that broilers will not be 
raised in cages. A Standard is also required to ensure fast growing broiler breeds are not used in free 
range systems.  
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Additional Standards are also required: 
 

(i) To help address the major health and welfare risks of broilers, which the NR states as: 
 

B3.1b Mortality in older birds 

Poor leg health and locomotion problems continue to be the major cause of culling, late 

mortality and poor welfare in broilers… 

     B3.3e Lameness risk factors 

The key risk factors associated with lameness and poor leg health in modern broiler genotypes 

are those specifically associated with rate of growth, including genotype (growth rate), age, 

body mass and feeding regimen. High live-weights and rapid growth rates result in abnormally 

high loads being placed on relatively immature bones and joints. The more traditional and 

slower-growing genotypes demonstrate lower lameness than modern fast-growing breeds 

reared on the same feeding regimen (Kestin et al., 2001); however, genotypic differences in leg 

health have also been identified between fast-grow breeds (Knowles et al., 2008). Bone health 

(tibia breaking strength and tibia density per unit of body mass) is also better in slower-growing 

(no more than 50 g weight gain/day averaged over growing period; e.g. Label Rouge; Cornish 

Rock; Cobb Sasso) than fast-growing broilers (e.g. Ross 308; Cobb 500). Fast-growing breeds 

have highly porous cortical bones which leave them susceptible to developing bone 

abnormalities and leg deformities (Shim et al., 2012b). A Bulgarian study highlighted 

differences in TD incidence associated with genotype: Pureline (27.7%), Cobb 500 (26.5%) and 

Ross 308 (24.22%) (Dinev et al., 2012)… 

Selection for growth impedes broiler activity from 3 weeks and limits the range of behaviours 

which they can perform; Slow-growing breeds do not demonstrate mobility or behavioural 

restrictions to the same extent as fast growing breeds… 

As such, we would expect Standards be incorporated that limit the growth of broilers to 50g per day 

and mandate the use of slower growing lines. 

 

(ii) To ensure that the importance of temperature and humidity levels on broiler health, as set out in the 
NR, is recognised and controls mandated: 

B9.4 Temperature and humidity 
Maintaining temperature and humidity levels within the limits recommended by the breeder 

company throughout the life of the broilers is key to maximising welfare; deviations outside of 

this range are linked with multiple health problems, including mortality… 

Air temperature and RH are influenced by environmental conditions, in addition to factors 

linked to management factors such as heating systems, ventilation rate, stocking density, and 

live weight of the birds. In addition, RH is also affected by litter type, drinker properties (type 

and number), water consumption and water spillage… High RH will cause litter quality to 

deteriorate and increase the risk of FPD, an important welfare indicator (see B3.4a)… 

Adequate ventilation is the most effective method of controlling temperature and RH within the 

house and increased air- flow can also alleviate the negative effects of high stocking density by 

removing litter moisture. Following a large commercial field-study, conducted in the UK, Jones 

et al. (2005a) were able to assign much of the variation in broiler health and welfare to the 

percentage of time a company could maintain house temperature and RH within limits 

recommended by the breeder company. High temperature and RH, and the percentage of time 

these are out of range, adversely affected FPD, gait, leg deformities, mortality, and 

corticosteroid levels; RH in the first week of life appeared to be particularly important to later 

health, indicating that better control of humidity during brooding could be key to improving 
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broiler welfare, at least under a Northern European climate (Jones et al., 2005a). The provision 

of fans (with side inlet ventilation) gave better control over temperature and RH and reduced 

ammonia levels compared to naturally ventilated systems, indicating more effective air-mixing 

and flow over the birds (Jones et al., 2005a). Additionally, more variation in RH was recorded in 

newer houses, possibly because these were larger more open span buildings (Jones et al., 

2005a). 

The provision of adequate heating during brooding is necessary to maximise chick survival, 

while adequate ventilation during hotter seasons and in hot climates is necessary to avoid 

mortality from hyperthermia. Several basic management techniques such as providing 

insulation, increasing air-flow, reducing bird density and using heat-tolerant breeds, can reduce 

the risk of heat stress and improve bird welfare. Following a study of UK broiler farms Jones et 

al. (2005a) report that although the production companies monitored and controlled 

temperature, with varying degrees of success, none of them monitored or controlled humidity.  

Considering the negative impact RH can have upon broiler welfare, especially at high stocking 

densities, implementing the means to measure and control RH within broiler houses could make 

a significant improvement… 

Accordingly, it would appear justified that the Standards include the need to maintain temperature 

and humidity in broiler sheds at the limits recommended by the relevant breeder companies. 

(iii) To ensure broilers do not suffer from thirst or dehydration. The NR states: 

B2.7 Water supply and health 

The provision of adequate drinker access is important to avoid thirst and dehydration in broilers 

with reduced mobility, and to prevent skin lesions as a result of over-competition; however, spilt 

water may reduce litter quality and increase the risk of contact dermatitis… 

 
B2.8 Drinker design 

Although nipple drinkers are commonly used to limit litter moisture (and reduce FPD) their 

position (above the broilers’ heads) is not favoured by the birds. 

Houldcroft et al. (2008) suggest that a redesign of drinker systems is required, to minimise wet 

litter while facilitating the preference of broilers to drink at a lower height…  

Broilers drink from bell drinkers and troughs in preference to nipple drinkers, and have a strong 

preference for drinking from nipples that are positioned at a lower height than currently 

provided; however, when offered a choice between bowls and nipples placed at the same 

height, broilers are indifferent to the method of water presentation (Houldcroft et al., 2008)… 

B2.9 Measuring thirst 
The Welfare Quality® assessment protocol for broilers uses the number of birds per drinking nipple, 
cup or bell drinker as an indicator of absence of prolonged thirst; to avoid thirst the recommendation 
is to provide a nipple for every 10 birds, a cup for every 28 birds or a bell drinker per every 100 birds 
(Welfare Quality®, 2009)… 

 

(iv) To ensure that the practice of “pick ups” or “thinning” is not permitted. The NR explains: 

      

     INTRO 7. STOCKING DENSITY AND STOCKING RATE 
One response to maximum stocking density legislation is to “thin” flocks by removing some birds 

for early slaughter and leaving the others to grow further… 
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B3.4a Foot pad dermatitis (FPD) 

Prevalence, risk factors and control 

Flock thinning is a partial depopulation, usually of fast-growing broilers, whereby a proportion of 

the flock is removed to satisfy market demand for lighter birds, and to maintain stocking density 

within legal limits, (usually) one week prior to the end of production; the remaining birds are kept 

on until the end of the production cycle… the presence of a catching team within the house is 

likely to be very stressful for the uncaught birds, less mobile birds may be walked over and 

sustain skin lesions, as well as posing a huge biosecurity risk.  

 

 

B3 Meat and Laying Chicken Breeders (5) 

 
SB3.1 A person in charge must not allow the excreta of chicken breeders in cages to accumulate to the 
stage that compromises poultry health and welfare.  
SB3.2 A person in charge must ensure multi deck cages are arranged so that the poultry in the lower 
tiers are protected from excreta from above.  
SB3.3 A person in charge must ensure poultry in cages are able to stand at a normal height. Cages must 
be at least higher than the maximum height of all the poultry standing normally. The height of all cages 
must be at least 40 cm over 65% of the cage floor area.  
SB3.4 A person in charge must ensure, in relation to useable areas on one or more levels of a multideck 
cage and for any area occupied by feeding and watering equipment and nest boxes that:  
1) each level is easily accessible to the hens  
2) headroom between the levels is at least 45 cm  
3) all levels are accessible to stock workers to observe and reach birds which are sick or injured  
4) feeding and watering facilities are distributed to provide equal and ready access to all hens; and  
5) levels are sited as to minimise the risk of soiling birds below.  
SB3.5 A person in charge must ensure that after the training period, where hens are housed under 
artificial light, lighting schedules must provide a minimum of 4 hours of continuous darkness in each 24-
hour period.  
SB3.6 A person in charge must ensure meat and laying chicken breeders are not lifted or carried by the 
head, neck, wings, feathers or tail feathers unless otherwise supported by the breast, except if lifted and 
carried by the base of both wings.  
SB3.7 Nest boxes must be provided during the egg production phase.  
 

     Stocking Densities- Caged Systems  
SB3.8 A person in charge must ensure that all caged chicken breeders weighing up to 4.5 kg live weight 
have the following minimum acceptable space allowances: 
 
Birds per cage                                                                  Minimum cage floor area per bird  
3 or more birds (<2.4 kgs) per cage                                                         550 cm2  
3 or more birds (>/= 2.4 kgs) per cage                                                    600 cm2  
2 birds per cage                                                                                       675 cm2  
Single birds cages                                                                                   1000 cm2  
 
NB: Floor area is measured in a horizontal plane and includes the area under the egg/waste baffle and 
the area under the drinking nipples and vee-trough for water.  
 
Maximum acceptable live weight density for rearing layer pullets is 40 kg live weight per m2 cage floor 
area.  
 
Birds per cage includes roosters run with hens.  
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SB3.9 A person in charge must ensure that all caged chicken breeders weighing more than 4.5 kg live 
weight have the following minimum acceptable space allowances:  
 
Birds per cage                                                                      Maximum live weight per unit of floor  
3 or more birds per cage                                                                     46 kg/m2  
2 birds per cage                                                                                  40 kg/m2  
Single birds cages                                                                              26 kg/m2  
 
NB: Floor area is measured in a horizontal plane and includes the area under the egg/waste baffle and 
the area under the drinking nipples and vee-trough for water.  
 
Maximum acceptable live weight density for rearing chicken breeders is 40 kg live weight per m2 cage 
floor area.  

 
     Birds per cage include roosters run with hens.  
 

Stocking Densities-Non – Caged Systems  
SB3.10 A person in charge must not exceed a stocking density of 30 kg/m2 (measured as bird density in 
the useable area) for pullets and adult birds (including roosters). 
 
Note - (5) Breeders include birds (Gallus gallus) being reared and managed for purposes of breeding either laying chickens or meat chickens.   

 
COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE.  
It is unacceptable that these Standards allow: 

 
(i) SB3.5 …where hens are housed under artificial light, lighting schedules must provide a 

minimum of 4 hours of continuous darkness in each 24-hour period.  
 
We have previously argued this needs to be 8hrs of continuous darkness. The NR states: 

              BB7.1 Light and vision 

A photoperiod of 16L:8D and light intensity of 600 lux appears to be appropriate during the 
production period (lay). 
 

(ii) (see SB3.8- SB3.10)   Continuing use of cages without any phase out period, and stocking 
densities that constitute ongoing cruelty to breeder poultry by denying them adequate room to 
move and perform innate and valued behavioural repertoires. In general, our comments 
against cages for layer hens apply to breeder poultry too. The NR stated specifically: 

BB5.1 Conventional cages 

Conventional cages are not appropriate for housing broiler breeders as they do not 

fulfil the behavioural needs of the birds… 

There is no literature on the effect of cage housing on broiler breeder welfare; however, 

since restricted- fed breeders and laying hens demonstrate similar behaviour (Hocking et 

al., 1993), we can assume that the effect of barren conventional cage housing on breeder 

welfare will not differ significantly from that of layers. Since laying hen studies have 

demonstrated that barren cages (without perches, litter and nest boxes) do not fulfil the 

behavioural needs of the hens (see LH5.1), this system is also unlikely to fulfil the 

behavioural needs of broiler breeders, and will, thus, severely compromise their welfare. 

BB5.2 Furnished (enriched, colony) cages 

Furnished cages for use with broiler breeders should be of the same standard currently 

used to house laying hens, i.e. contain litter to facilitate foraging and dust-bathing 

behaviour. 
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A limited number of farms house broiler breeders within multi-tier (‘colony’) cage systems 

during the production period. Each cage houses about 60-100 birds, allows natural mating, 

and is furnished with nests and perches, but without litter; less than 5% of European 

parent stock are housed within such systems (AHAW, 2010). Behaviour within this cage-

type may be hypothesised to be similar to that observed in layers maintained within 

enriched cages (see LH5.2); however, since breeder cages do not have litter they are not 

completely comparable. Dust-bathing and foraging behaviours are known to be important 

for chickens in general, and are also likely to be highly-motivated behaviours for broiler 

breeders (see BB4.3). Space restrictions within the cages and the inability to fully perform 

motivated behaviours within this housing system will have a negative impact upon the 

welfare of these birds. 

BB5.3 Non-cage systems 

The provision of females with elevated structures from a young age increases mobility and 

promotes access to the nest- boxes later on; modern nest-box design is optimum for egg 

collection but not ideal for the birds themselves. Good quality dry litter is essential for 

maximising constructive, and minimising aversive, behaviour; however, behaviour within 

these systems remains largely unstudied. 

 
Animals Australia is also concerned with the proposed stocking densities for chicken 

breeders in the DPSG.  

 

Again, insufficient information has been supplied to assess the proposed stocking densities 

for breeder poultry in detail. For example, no reference is made to how many male breeders 

are in each cage/or non caged area, or the genetic lines of birds being used. Nonetheless, 

the cage sizes proposed for the breeder birds (weighing up to 4.5kg) are the same as for 

layer hens. Please refer to the arguments we presented against the unacceptable space 

allowances per individual layer hens, as these same arguments apply to breeder birds under 

4.5kg. 

 

Similarly, the stocking densities proposed for breeder birds over 4.5kg are the same as for 

layer hens of the same size. When we converted these to the number of birds per m2 (eg 46 

kg/m2 equates to 10.2 birds/m2), it would appear that the proposed stocking densities are at 

the high end according to the NR (see below), and as such need to be reduced:  

BB8.1 Stocking density and group size 

A reduction in stocking density may reduce feather damage and have positive effects on 

sexual behaviour and broiler hen performance. 

Stocking rate may vary considerably between farms and countries. In most countries the 

stocking rate of broiler breeder flocks during the rearing period is not limited by legislation. 

Stocking rate in EU countries generally ranges between 5-8.5 breeders/m2 (approximately 

20-34 kg/m2 at 60 weeks), while grandparent stock are housed at lower stocking rates 

during both the rearing (6 males/m2 and 8 females/m2) and production (6.5 birds/m2) 

period (AHAW, 2010). The percentage of males placed in the production house at the age 

of transfer varies between 8-11%, with the aim to have a maximum of 7- 9.5% males at 23 

weeks of age when egg production starts and 6% at 60 weeks of age (AHAW, 2010). 

There are few data available on the effect of stocking rate on broiler breeder welfare. 

Reducing the stocking rate of broiler breeders during the rearing phase (standard: 14.5 

hens or 8.0 males/m2; low: 7.25 hens or 5.5 males/m2) was seen to alter behaviour; 

females performed more foraging and males performed more walking at the lower stocking 

rate; feather and skin damage was comparatively less in both males and females at the 
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low stocking rate (de Jong et al., 2011). 

 

Lowering stocking rate of breeders during the production phase improved their 

production performance as well as their feather condition (de Jong et al., 2011). 

Reducing the stocking rate during production (standard: 8.0 birds/m2; low: 4.75 birds/m2, 

10% males) led to more courtship behaviour and a higher proportion of completed 

matings, as well as fewer forced matings and less hen struggling; less feather damage 

in the hens at the low stocking rate was probably due to more appropriate mating 

behaviour (de Jong et al., 2011). Spinu et al. (2003) observed stereotypic object pecking 

to increase with increased stocking rate (5 vs 11 birds/m2). 

 

Additional Standards are also needed, given the huge welfare impacts on breeder poultry and 
the high mortalities reported in this sector of the poultry industry: 

Additional light-related Standards are required in line with the NR, which stated: 

                 BB7.1 Light and vision 

Photostimulatory lighting regimes need to be carefully synchronised to prevent undesirable 

male sexual activity before the females are receptive; courtship behaviour is not improved, 

nor forced matings reduced following the provision of UVA light. 

The routine and cruel feed restrictions (including skip a day feeding) which are routinely 
imposed on broiler breeders, must be addressed. The NR stated: 

BB2.1 Feed restriction 

Selection for fast growth, high feed intake and high feed conversion negatively impacts 

upon broiler breeder reproductive success and mortality risk; birds are severely feed 

restricted to counteract these risks to bird health. In turn, the feed- restriction induces 

chronic hunger and triggers physiological stress, abnormal behaviour, and frustration of 

feeding motivation (all alternative forms of reduced welfare)… 

Although feed restriction of broiler breeders counteracts some of the negative side-effects 

of intensive selection for rapid meat production, there is substantial evidence for negative 

effects on their welfare. Breeders demonstrate high motivation to eat during the production 

period (where restriction levels are much lower than during rearing phase); hens will 

abandon the sitting phase of pre-laying behaviour (an important aspect of nesting 

behaviour) when feed is provided during nesting (Sheppard and Duncan, 2011). The 

consequences of severe feed restriction, especially during rear, include: the performance 

of stereotypic behaviour and over-drinking (BB2.1a), the performance of behaviour 

indicative of frustration and aggression (BB2.1c), and the upregulation of markers of 

physiological stress (BB2.1c). The evidence for chronic hunger is indubitable. It should be 

noted that research on the effects of feed restriction on the welfare of broiler breeders has 

focused mainly on females; remarkably little work has been done on broiler breeder males 

and more research is required. 

BB2.1a Stereotypic behaviour and over-drinking 

Restricted-fed broiler breeders are more active (they spend less time resting and more 
time foraging in the litter) and display high rates of stereotyped oral behaviour and pacing 
than birds fed ad libitum (Savory and Lariviere, 2000; Hocking et al., 2001; Kubikova et al., 
2001; de Jong et al., 2002; 2005a; Merlet et al., 2005)… 

Stereotypic pecking or ‘spot pecking’ (directed at the empty feeder, litter, drinker, pen walls 
or at other birds) is commonly observed after feeding (De Jong et al., 2002; Hocking et al., 
2002b), and this increases with the level of restriction (Savory and Lariviere, 2000; Merlet 
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et al., 2005; Sandilands et al., 2005)… Stereotypic behaviour is associated with opioid 
release and is considered to be de-arousing (Savory et al., 1992); it is hypothesised that 
the performance of stereotypic behaviour may represent a coping strategy for alleviating 
stress, in this case it is thought to denote hunger and represent frustration due to an 
unfulfilled feeding motivation (de Jong et al., 2002; 2005a). 

Over-drinking (polydipsia) is commonly observed in feed-restricted broiler breeders 
(Hocking et al., 2001; de Jong et al., 2002; Jones et al., 2004) and, consequently, water 
intake is often restricted in order to maintain litter quality… 

BB2.1b Inter-bird pecking 

In broiler breeders, the restriction of food can trigger resource competition and 

aggression… Aggressive pecking, triggered by competition at the feeder, is prevalent 

amongst feed-restricted males and females (Hocking et al., 2004; Jones et al., 2004; 

Hocking and Jones, 2006; De Jong and Guémené, 2011), and is thought to be associated 

with hunger. Aggression at the feeder, as well as non-aggressive competition for food, 

may lead to minor skin damage (e.g. scratches) and possible infection…  

                  BB2.1c Physiological markers of stress 

Elevated baseline plasma corticosterone concentrations are observed in feed-restricted 

broiler breeders during rear compared to birds fed ad libitum (Hocking et al., 2001; 

Kubíková et al., 2001; de Jong et al., 2002; 2003; Rajman et al., 2006); a restriction level of 

more than 50% appears to trigger this response. De Jong et al. (2003) observed a positive 

relationship between the level of feed restriction and plasma corticosterone concentration. 

In addition, the restricted fed birds demonstrated an elevated corticosterone response to an 

acute stressor (5 minutes restraint) (de Jong et al., 2002). Although these results appear to 

indicate that the restricted broiler breeders are chronically psychologically stressed (i.e. are 

experiencing feelings of hunger or frustration) compared to ad libitum fed birds, 

corticosterone upregulation is also likely to reflect metabolic stress arising as a direct 

consequence of food restriction since corticosterone has a key role in energy homeostasis 

and the regulation of blood glucose levels (de Jong et al., 2002)… 

 
BB2.3 Alternatives to feed restriction 

Alternative feeding strategies (such as diet dilution and the use of appetite suppressants) 

do not clearly benefit breeder welfare, nor are they ‘preferred’ by the birds; although the 

inclusion of a high proportion of insoluble fibre may temporarily alleviate the physical 

sensation of hunger during rearing these diets do not fulfil long-term metabolic 

requirements. Genetic solutions are required since current breeding goals are 

unsustainable; the use of ‘dwarf’ genotypes reduces the need for feed restriction. 

BB2.3a Use of different genotypes 

One possible alternative to feed restriction, to improve welfare, is to use breeder 

genotypes that can be fed ad libitum, or that require less feed restriction, and still maintain 

acceptable production (Jones et al., 2004; Decuypere et al., 2006). 

Slower growing chickens, such as ‘‘Label Rouge’’ breeders can be fed ad libitum with 

excellent reproductive results. However, their offspring (broilers) have a lower feed 

efficiency and take twice as long to reach market weight than offspring from standard fast-

growing broiler breeders; so, to be economically viable, they demand a higher retail price 

(Puterflam et al., 2006). These slow-grow breeders can be crossed with standard male 

breeders to produce offspring with a grow-out period only 1-2 weeks more than standard 

birds (Puterflam et al., 2006); however, the standard males will still require feed restriction. 

A dwarf genotype of broiler breeder (with a body mass two thirds that of a standard 
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breeder) also exists; these can be fed low energy diets ad libitum (i.e. receive qualitative 

food restriction) and achieve reproductive capabilities similar to standard feed-restricted 

breeders, and produce offspring with a growth period extended by only a few days (Heck 

et al., 2004; Decuypere et al., 2006). Jones et al. (2004) observed qualitatively restricted 

dwarf breeders to perform less stereotypic (‘drinker-directed’) behaviour than quantitatively 

restricted standard breeders. Since a genetic component exists regarding the degree of 

restriction necessary, it is recommended that birds requiring less feed restriction should be 

selected as future breeders even if this may involve a reduction in selection pressure for 

high growth rates. 

   BB2.3b Alternative feeding strategies: qualitative restriction 

Several different management strategies have been applied in an attempt to reduce the 

negative effects of feed restriction (hunger) in broiler breeders while maintaining the 

suppression of growth. These broadly include dietary manipulations; especially the use of 

non-nutritive fillers to reduce the diet quality (i.e. low protein or high fibre) and/or the 

inclusion of appetite suppressants, as well as the modification of feeding programmes. 

Almost all of the work on animal-based indicators of welfare relating to feed restriction has 

been carried out under experimental conditions…  

Overall, the evidence suggests that qualitative restriction methods do not conclusively 

benefit breeder welfare. 

  BB2.3c Alternative feeding strategies: feeding management 

The apparent impossibility of achieving optimal production requirements for broiler 

breeders (high reproductive performance, good health and low mortality) without resorting 

to severe feed restriction (and impaired welfare), has been termed the ‘Broiler Breeder 

Paradox’ (Decuypere et al., 2006). It is clear that nutritional strategies, although sometimes 

helpful in alleviating adverse behaviour associated with hunger, do not fulfil long-term 

metabolic requirements and are not sustainable since current breeding goals remain on an 

upwards trajectory (towards ever better feed conversion and increased breast meat). 

 

Again, insufficient information on Australian practices and outcomes were provided to all 

stakeholders, despite the fact severe food restriction in animals is an acknowledged welfare 

issue and one that the Australian public needs to be informed about. It would appear from the 

NR that the Standards need to address other ways to manage weight gain in broiler breeders, 

such as through genetic selection. 

A Standard is also required to ensure broiler breeders are provided with sufficient water. The 

NR stated: 

BB2.3 Water 

Access to water is often restricted to preserve litter quality; however, this may have 

additional welfare implications for broiler breeders by creating prolonged periods of thirst, 

as well as hunger. 

In temperate climates drinker recommendations are generally 8-10 birds/nipple, 15 

birds/cup or 60-80 birds/bell drinker (1.5-2.5 cm/bird); more space will be required in hotter 

climates (AHAW, 2010). During the first few weeks chicks usually have ad libitum access to 

water, however, limiting access to water is common management practice in some 

countries during the rear and production periods when it may only be available for a couple 

of hours around feeding time, and possibly at other times in the day (e.g. one hour in the 

evening prior to lights out). Although water is restricted to conserve litter quality, i.e. to 

prevent excessive water spillage from stereotypic drinker manipulations and to avoid 

excessive drinking (Hocking et al., 1993), this is likely to create extended periods of thirst…  
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Freedom of (prolonged) thirst is of paramount importance for animal welfare yet animal-

based measures of thirst are currently absent from animal welfare monitoring schemes due 

to the difficulties associated with quantifying a subjective state… 

 Although the consequences of water withdrawal on breeder welfare have not yet been 

studied it is obvious that water restriction should not be employed under warmer climates. 

In addition, it is important that water access is not too restricted as water consumption is an 

important means of automatically monitoring flock health. 

 

Likewise, it is doubtful the Australian public would support the routine high mortalities 

associated with broiler breeder production, and Standards are required to curb these. The NR 

stated: 

BB3.1 Mortality 

The majority of mortality in broiler breeder flocks occurs as a result of focused culling for 

particular selection criteria throughout the production cycle; males are subject to heavier 

culls, while dwarf breeds appear to display an improved viability. Mortality during the 

production phase is high, particularly for male birds. 

BB3.1a Focused culling 

At the hatchery, poor quality (rejected) chicks are separated from good quality chicks, and 

culled, commonly using CO2 gas or instantaneous mechanical destruction. The good 

quality chicks are then sexed and the female chicks from the female line, and the male 

chicks from the male line, are transferred to the rearing farm as breeder (and grandparent) 

stock; the male chicks from the female line and female chicks from the male line go off to 

be reared separately for meat as standard broilers. Focused culling occurs during the 

rearing period, e.g., to correct sexing errors (estimated at 1-2%), and to remove any runts, 

or individuals with leg problems or post-trimming beak deformities (AHAW, 2010). 

Selection continues throughout the production period. Approximately 15-25% of males will 

be culled due to low reproductive activity, extreme body weight and poor leg condition, 

while the culling of hens is much lower, approximately 1-2% (AHAW, 2010). 

BB3.1b Total mortality 

Due to continuous selection over the last few decades natural mortality levels in 

grandparent and breeder lines have undergone a decline and hatching egg production has 

increased (Hocking and McCorquodale, 2008). The expected mortality during rearing (i.e. 

from day-old until they are transferred at 16-21 weeks), including culling, is approximately 

5- 7% for females (5% for dwarf females) and 8% for males (AHAW, 2010). During the 

production phase total male mortality, including culls is about 25-35%, while total female 

mortality varies between 4-14% (6-7% for dwarf females) (Hocking and McCorquodale, 

2008; AHAW, 2010). Mortality in grandparent lines ranges between 10-13% (Hocking and 

McCorquodale, 2008); this is fairly high due to rigorous selection criteria. A recent study 

reported normal mortality rates of 22.4% and 13.9% respectively on two broiler breeder 

farms in the Netherlands (Landman and van Eck, 2015). These figures, particularly for 

male birds are high in comparison with mortality rates seen in broiler and laying hen flocks 

(see B3.1 and LH3.1). 

BB3.2 Causes of mortality 

Injuries resulting from aggressive (sexual and non-sexual) interactions are likely to 

contribute to mortality in some flocks, but leg problems and infectious disease appear to 

managed well; there is little data on specific mortality issues in broiler breeders. 
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As seen in section BB3.1, the majority of mortalities in restricted-fed breeder flocks can be 

attributed to focused culling. In a study by Heck et al. (2004) mortality was dramatically 

increased in broiler breeder females fed ad libitum (approximately 40%) at 40-49 weeks of 

age, compared to approximately 6% in restricted fed hens. High mortality in breeders fed 

ad libitum is largely related to culling for lameness; however, leg weakness problems are 

not commonly observed in broiler breeders due to the management of growth via feed 

restriction. Peritonitis is a fairly common reproductive disorder that can be fatal if not 

treated with antibiotics. Although the cause is unknown, it is thought to be related to 

immuno- suppression following the rapid rise in plasma oestrogen at the onset of lay and 

subsequent Escherichia coli and viral infections (Hocking and Bernard 2000)...  

Male aggression during mating can inflict severe skin lesions on females which may prove 

fatal (see BB3.6), especially if they become infected; not mutilating males (see BB8.4a and 

8.4b) would, therefore, likely lead to higher female mortality… 

Presumably breeders are more susceptible to the effects of nutrient malabsorption, (e.g. 

vitamin D, calcium, and phosphorus deficiencies following intestinal disease), or inadequate 

nutrition (e.g. as a result of dietary errors) due to their qualitatively restricted diets.  

BB3.3 Musculoskeletal disorders (lameness) 

Leg disorders are generally associated with high growth rates and high body mass, both of 

which are controlled in broiler breeders by restrictive feeding regimes; no data on lameness in 

modern breeders is available. 

Data on health issues, such as leg disorders, are not systematically collected for broiler 

breeders, so their prevalence is not known. Although the same musculoskeletal lesions 

that are commonplace in broilers (including tibial dyschondroplasia, femoral head necrosis, 

bone deformities, ligament and tendon rupture, see B3.3) have also been reported in 

broiler breeders (AHAW, 2010), modern breeders generally display good leg health due to 

feed restriction. Tendon rupture is a non-infectious disorder that can cause lameness in 1-

5% of breeder hens within a flock, usually between 23-35 weeks of life; there is no 

treatment and birds are culled as soon as possible (AHAW, 2010). Crespo and 

Shivaprasad (2011) hypothesise that a cause of gastrocnemius tendon rupture could be 

aggression (and presumably increased forced matings) following the introduction (‘spike’) 

of new males into the flock (see BB8.4e). Lameness in broilers is usually assessed by 

standardised gait scoring systems (see B3.3d) and similar methodologies could be applied 

to assess leg weakness in breeders. 

BB3.4 Bone strength and osteoporosis 

High egg production may negatively impact upon bone (femur) mass density in broiler 

breeder hens; no data on osteoporosis in modern breeders is available... 

BB3.5 Injurious (severe) feather pecking 

Injurious feather pecking is a welfare issue directly associated with feed restriction in 

broiler breeders; further research is needed: (a) to reduce hunger experienced by modern 

breeders, and (b) to develop commercially viable environmental enrichment for inclusion 

within breeder houses. 

Good feather cover protects females from skin damage caused by rough mating behaviour 

(see BB3.6); however, during the reproductive phase breeder hens often display skin 

lesions as a result of feather pecking (Millman et al., 2000). Feed restriction causes welfare 

problems associated with hunger and leads to increased competition around feeding time... 

Laying hens are often provided with environmental enrichment, such as pecking devices, 

mirrors, balls, string, or bales of straw or wood shavings, with the aim of reducing the 
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incidence of adverse behaviour such as injurious pecking, cannibalism and aggression (see 

LH3.5). In general, commercial broiler breeder farms do not use any environmental 

enrichment during rearing or production. In one study breeders were not observed to pay 

much attention to bunches of string but appeared to find bales of wood-shavings attractive; 

however, neither form of enrichment reduced feather damage or adverse behaviour 

associated with feed restriction, including aggression (Hocking and Jones, 2006). More 

injurious feather pecking (severe feather pecks and feather pulls) has been reported in 

broiler breeders kept entirely on slats than in birds housed on litter; this suggests that the 

availability of good quality litter for foraging diminishes the effects of stress associated with 

feed restriction, and that this undesirable behaviour will be minimised if good litter 

conditions are maintained (Hocking et al., 2005). Breeder males display significantly more 

aggression (both male-to-male and non-sexual male-to-female) than layer strain males; this 

general aggressiveness appears to be associated with genetic differences in breeders, 

rather than arising as a consequence of feed restriction (Millman and Duncan, 2000a; 

Millman et al., 2000). 

 

Increased aggression between males should be anticipated in flocks that have been spiked (see 
BB8.4e). 

BB3.6 Sexual aggression 

Sexual aggression poses a severe problem as it directly reduces female welfare and 

indirectly compromises male welfare due to the requirement for ‘preventative’ mutilations; 

ideally this trait should be selected against in breeding programmes, but simple remedial 

actions such as the provision of alternative lighting or mesh panels within the breeder 

house (to increase environmental complexity), may be beneficial in the short-term. 

Broiler breeders are commonly reared separately under commercial conditions and then 

brought together at 20 weeks of age; soon after mixing males demonstrate high levels of 

aggression towards females in both a sexual and non-sexual context and this increases 

during early lay (de Jong et al., 2009). Males and females generally become sexually 

mature between 18-23 weeks of age. Inadequate (lighting) management may lead to male 

breeders reaching sexual maturity earlier than females; this can lead to forced copulations, 

resulting in distress and injury in the females (Leone and Estevez, 2008). It is important 

that males and females are equally mature at introduction to reduce the risk of females 

being over-mated or the occurrence of extreme aggression towards females or inactive 

males; for this reason immature males should not be transferred into an established 

production house (AHAW, 2010). However, even when both sexes mature at a similar time 

breeder males still display high levels of female-directed aggression, principally during the 

performance of sexual behaviour. Sexual behaviour of males is generally described as 

rough, with males chasing and pecking females, pulling their combs and often forcing 

copulation; courtship behaviour is usually absent (Jones and Prescott, 2000; Millman and 

Duncan, 2000a; 2000b; Millman et al., 2000; Jones et al., 2001; de Jong et al., 2009). 

Breeder males display significantly less courtship behaviour than layer-strain males 

(Millman and Duncan, 2000b; Millman et al., 2000). As a result of rough sexual behaviour 

females may have severe skin lacerations to the back of their heads and necks where 

males peck and grab them with their beaks, as well as under their wings and on their body 

where the male’s claws rip the skin during forced mounts (Millman and Duncan, 2000a; 

Millman et al., 2000; Jones et al., 2001; de Jong et al., 2009; Moyle et al., 2010). 

Preventive measures, in the form of male mutilations, are commonly performed (see 

BB8.4a and 8.4b). 

Females will huddle, stand alert, and alarm call in pens with high levels of male aggression 

(Millman et al., 2000); females often remain on the raised slatted area or within the nests, 

while the males spend most of their time upon the litter area (Leone and Estevez, 2008)… 
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Female breeders often fail to perform ‘normal’ responses following a male approach; 

instead of crouching they will often not respond, then struggle or attempt to escape from 

the male during mating (Jones et al., 2001; de Jong et al., 2009). It is hypothesised that 

deficiencies in courtship behaviour may play a part in this female rejection (Jones et al., 

2001)…  

Sexual aggressiveness does not appear to be a consequence of feed restriction (Millman 

and Duncan, 2000a; 2000b); however, it does appear to be triggered by female evasive 

behaviour (Moyle et al., 2010) and there may be a genetic component (Millman and 

Duncan, 2000b). As such, mating aggressiveness could be one of the selection points for 

breeders, since this trait is likely to be linked to fertility (AHAW, 2010). 

Separate sex rearing, large group sizes, and high stocking density may also play a role in 

impeding the development and recognition of sexual behaviour, in turn, decreasing the 

likelihood of receiving an appropriate response from the other sex (de Jong et al., 2009). 

Mating behaviour is improved (increased courtship behaviour and more completed 

matings) when broiler breeders are housed at low stocking density during production (see 

BB8.1). Leone and Estevez (2008) report that the provision of vertical panels within the 

central litter area improved overall reproductive performance in broiler breeders; the 

panels attracted females to the litter floor, thereby decreasing male-male competition for 

females and over-mating. 

 

Presumably the cover afforded by these panels would also provide a means by which 

females could avoid the attention of certain males. Jones et al. (2001) demonstrated that 

UVA light (320<λ<400 nm) increased mating behaviour, and the proportion of successful 
matings in broiler breeders; the authors conclude that UVA is clearly implicated in the 
transmission of sexual signals and, as such, may have welfare implications. A further 

increase in forced copulations should be anticipated in flocks that have been spiked (see 
BB8.4e). 

There is a pressing need for animal-based welfare outcome indicators relating to feather 

and injury scoring to be developed and used to assess the level of damage related to 

aggression during mating (see BB3.6), feed competition (see BB3.5) and following spiking 

(see BB8.4e) in broiler breeders… 

BB3.7 Feather loss 

Feather loss arising from frequent mating reduces the hen’s ability to efficiently maintain 

her body temperature and leaves her more at risk of sustaining skin damage from 

subsequent matings. 

Feather cover quality differs with genotype (Özkan et al., 2002). From the second half of 

the laying period onwards, the feather cover of the female breeders often deteriorates due 

to feather pecking and (predominantly) mating behaviour; this creates a welfare issue as it 

reduces the capacity for efficient thermal regulation and increases the risk of obtaining skin 

damage (AHAW, 2010). Renema et al. (2007) observed that the heaviest hens (at the end 

of the production cycle) had the best feather cover, suggesting that hens with lower body 

weight were mated more. 

BB3.8 Leg and foot health 

Although contact dermatitis, especially foot pad dermatitis (FPD), does occur in a severe 

form in broiler breeders and, thus, poses a significant welfare concern, this pathology has 

received little attention from the scientific community and its prevalence is not currently 

known; in breeders FPD is likely to arise as a result of poor litter quality, slat characteristics 

and slat usage. 
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BB3.8a Foot pad dermatitis 

Foot pad dermatitis (FPD), or pododermatitis, is a skin condition of the feet associated with 

prolonged contact with irritating material…FPD can range in severity from mild skin 

discolouration and superficial erosions to inflammatory reactions of the subcutaneous 

tissue, and deep necrotic lesions. FPD is a common welfare issue for commercial broilers, 

associated with poor litter quality (high moisture, pH and compaction), and ineffective 

control of environmental conditions, more-so than stocking density; high ventilation rates, 

and the maintenance of appropriate air temperature and relative humidity, appear to be the 

most important factors in maintaining good litter (see B3.4a). Since the cause and 

pathogenesis are likely to be similar it is, therefore, unsurprising that FPD is also observed 

in broiler breeders, even although these birds are stocked at much lower density than 

broilers; however, the prevalence and severity of FPD within breeder flocks remains 

relatively unstudied. Kaukonen et al. (2016) observed foot pad condition to deteriorate 

towards slaughter age in breeder hens, at which point the majority (64%) of birds had 

severe FPD lesions (scored 4 on a 5-point severity scale). FPD score was positively 

associated with litter moisture, pH, and percentage slatted area; interestingly, litter 

condition in breeder houses did not appear to fully explain foot pad deterioration, since the 

maintenance of dry, friable litter over the whole production period did not guarantee foot 

health (Kaukonen et al., 2016). Unlike broilers, the feet of breeders make contact with 

plastic slats in addition to litter, and the elevated slats are often used for roosting; bird 

mass, time spent on the slatted areas, and slat design may all be important factors in 

determining FPD prevalence and severity in broiler breeders… 

It is strongly believed that severe lesions can cause pain, whether infected or not, which 

constitutes a welfare issue; furthermore, lesions can be a gateway for secondary bacterial 

infections which can lead to joint inflammation (see B3.4d). … 

Contact dermatitis has been shown to have a moderate degree of genetic heritability and a 

low genetic correlation with body weight; this means that it should be possible to select 

against susceptibility to FPD without compromising production traits (see B3.4a)… 

BB3.11 Immune function 

Broiler breeder immunity becomes suppressed following chronic stress and/or mite 

infection, and may be compromised following exposure to outdoor ranges, high ammonia, 

high temperatures and fungal feed contamination; lowered immunity increases the risk of 

secondary infections and poor welfare. 

There is very little data relating aspects of husbandry to broiler breeder immunity; however, 

since exposure to chronic stress is often seen to suppress immunity (Shini et al., 2010) we 

can assume that severe dietary restrictions and exposure to prolonged aggression must 

take their toll. We know that red mite infestations suppress immunity in breeders (see 

BB3.9a), and peritonitis is linked to immunosuppression following the rapid rise in plasma 

oestrogen at the onset of lay (Hocking and Bernard, 2000). Evidence gleaned from broiler 

studies can help us infer that organic free-range broiler breeder flocks will be subjected to 

greater immunological challenges than the high-biosecurity flocks housed indoors, and that 

exposure to high levels of ammonia, high temperatures, and mycotoxins (food 

contamination) will suppress broiler breeder immune systems (see B9.2, B9.4 and B2.4)…  

Additional Standards are required to ensure other behavioural needs of broiler breeders are 

met. The NR stated:   

 

BB4. FACILITIES AND EQUIPMENT: BEHAVIOURAL NEEDS 
The majority of studies that have documented behaviour in broiler breeders have focused 

upon stereotypic pecking associated with feed restriction, have observed birds in housing 
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without enrichment and, subsequently, have analysed behaviour using relatively basic 

ethograms, e.g. walk, stand, rest, eat, drink, preen, peck feeder, peck litter, peck drinker, 

peck flock-mate (de Jong et al., 2002; Merlet et al., 2005; Puterflam et al., 2006; Hocking 

et al., 2007). Apart from identifying an obvious requirement for more food, these studies 

provide very little information regarding the behavioural needs of breeders. Hocking et al. 

(1993) demonstrated that the time spent on different behaviours was similar for restricted 

fed broiler breeders and laying hens. In the absence of data for broiler breeders we may 

assume that their motivation to perch, forage, dust-bathe and perform social and comfort 

behaviours is similar for that reported for laying hens (see LH4). 

BB4.1 Behavioural need for a nest 

Broiler breeders appear to be motivated to nest within nest-boxes so a sufficient number 

of an appropriate design should be provided. 

Very few studies have been conducted on nesting behaviour in broiler breeders. Laying 

hens demonstrate a strong innate motivation to nest (see LH4.1), and it is safe to assume 

that breeders share the same drive to lay their eggs within a suitable nest site with 

minimum stress for the sitting hen (i.e. away from flock-mate disturbances)…  

BB4.2 Behavioural need to perch 

Perching (and roosting) motivation in broiler breeders is likely to be similar to that of laying 

hens, and much greater than that demonstrated by broilers due to the restricted mass 

imposed by feed restriction. 

Although perches are an obvious environmental enrichment for broiler breeders, raised 

slatted areas and/or platforms are often used as an alternative in broiler breeder houses. 

Breeders have a requirement for a comfortable secure physical environment that allows 

undisturbed rest, and facilitates the avoidance of undue aggression. Perches and platforms 

would make a positive contribution towards providing this but there is scarce data regarding 

the design or use of perches and platforms for breeders. The provision of breeder pullets 

with perches during rearing has been seen to attenuate fear, as measured by tonic 

immobility (Brake et al., 1994) Since laying hens demonstrate a high motivation to reach an 

elevated area, at least, at night (see LH4.2a) it may be assumed that breeders have a 

similar ‘need’ to roost and, as such, sufficient perch/platform space should be provided. 

As for layers, broiler breeders should be provided with perches from an early age to meet 

the behavioural needs of the birds, to assist in the development of mobility and spatio-

cognitive skills (ability to navigate through a three-dimensional environment), to assist in 

accessing resources, and to maximise the potential use of elevated structures during the 

production period (i.e. perches, platforms and raised nest-boxes). The opportunity to learn 

perching behaviour during rearing appears to influence laying and nesting behaviour in 

broiler breeders...  

European legislation concerning minimum standards for the protection of laying hens 

states that adequate perches should be provided in enriched cages as well as in 

alternative systems for laying hens (AHAW, 2010), and there is every reason that similar 

recommendations should also apply to broiler breeders. 

BB4.3 Behavioural need to forage 

Since broiler breeders demonstrate an innate drive to perform foraging (litter-pecking) 

activity a suitable substrate (good quality litter) should be made available. 

Broiler breeders, like layers, spend a large proportion of their day performing active 

foraging behaviour (litter pecking and ground scratching)…  

 

results suggest that broiler breeders have an in-built drive for foraging activity that might be 
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directed at inappropriate targets if suitable litter, or space for foraging, is not available… 

The high level of foraging motivation, even in the absence of food, is consistent with the 

suggestion that foraging behaviour in feed-restricted birds has de-arousing (stress 

reducing) properties (Savory et al., 1992), and this provides additional evidence for the 

fundamental need for the provision of a suitable substrate (i.e. good quality, dry friable 

litter) in which breeders are able to perform this activity. 

BB4.4 Social behaviour 

Although flock synchrony can be predicted, very little is known regarding social 

behaviour in broiler breeders. The provision of artificial cover could help alleviate 

aggressive interactions. 

Very little data is available regarding social behaviour in broiler breeders, other than the 

tendency for breeders to perform incomplete courtship behaviour, and the associations of 

this with aggressive mating (see BB3.6)...  

Facilities must… account for the tendencies of breeders to cluster; for example, the length 

of feed troughs should be sufficient to enable all birds to feed at once. Not only could the  

 

provision of vertical mesh panels within the central litter area provide a means for females 

to escape unwanted attention from males, as seen in the study of Leone and Estevez 

(2008), but such cover could also offer subordinate males a means of avoiding aggressive 

male-male interactions. 

Additional Standards are also needed to ensure broiler breeders do not suffer fear and distress. 

The NR stated: 

BB6.1 Stress 

The use of markers of physiological stress to denote psychological stress in feed-restricted 

broiler breeders is confounded by the influence of metabolic stress. Chronic male 

aggression is likely to be a key stressor in non-cage housed systems… 

Male aggression is a prime cause for high stress levels in breeder flocks as both males and 

females can be subjected to harassment and sustain injuries (sexual and non-sexual) (see 

BB2.1b, BB3.5 and BB3.6); environmental enrichment, such as vertical mesh-covered 

panels, could be used to reduce stress and fearfulness and improve bird welfare (Leone 

and Estevez, 2008). Cage-housed breeders are likely to suffer from distress due to the 

restraint and handling associated with artificial insemination procedures (AHAW, 2010)… 

BB6.2 Fear 

Fearfulness triggered by male aggression may be alleviated via the provision of 

enrichment (especially elevated structures); as observed with broilers, the provision of 

light during incubation could also produce less fearful and stress- responsive breeder 

chicks. 

Specific Standards are also required to ensure broiler breeders are raised in thermal comfort. 

The NR stated: 

BB7.2 Thermal comfort 

It is important to maintain broiler breeders within the thermoneutral zone since dietary 

restrictions leave them less able to meet raised metabolic requirements associated with 

extreme temperatures; deviations in air temperature may lower welfare further by inducing 

further hunger and stress, and potentially triggering further aggression as a consequence... 
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Specific Standards are also needed to ensure broiler breeders are protected from painful 

procedures and stressful husbandry practices. The NR stated: 

BB8.4 Procedures 

The majority of mutilations are carried out on males to prevent them from injuring females 

during mating, although both sexes are beak trimmed to avoid injurious pecking. All 

mutilations are associated with restraint, pain and poor welfare, and must, therefore, be 

performed by highly trained personnel, and be essential in the alleviation of a greater, 

unavoidable, welfare issues. 

In many countries mutilations like beak trimming, de-toeing, and de-spurring are carried out 

as routine commercial procedures in order to prevent injuries later in life. There is little data 

on the prevalence of each mutilation, but since all surgical procedures are carried out 

without any anaesthetic or postoperative analgesia they are all likely to inflict pain and, 

therefore, have a negative effect on broiler breeder welfare.  

See SA9.12 A person must use appropriate pain relief when carrying out surgical procedures on 

poultry.  The NR states in this regard.  

 BB8.4a Beak trimming 

Broiler breeder females are routinely beak trimmed to avoid damage caused by injurious 

pecking (including feather pecking, aggression, and cannibalism) even though there have 

only been a few reports of serious injurious pecking documented in experimental studies 

(Hocking et al., 2005) or commercial breeder flocks (Hocking and Jones, 2006; Morrissey 

et al., 2014a). Males are beak trimmed mainly to prevent them from injuring females; males 

tend to peck and grab the back of the female heads during mating (Gentle and McKeegan, 

2007; Henderson et al., 2009)…  

Although physiological measures of stress were not measured as part of these studies, 

there is a large volume of published research on laying hens to indicate that the procedure 

is painful and deprives the birds of important sensory feedback from their beaks (see 

LH8.3b); it can reasonably be assumed that broiler breeders share the same negative 

welfare implications of beak trimming. 

BB8.4b Toe clipping and de-spurring 

Toe clipping and de-spurring are carried out on males to prevent the inside claws and 

spurs from causing feather damage and severe skin lesions to the females during mating; 

de-spurring also reduces the risk of damage to other males during fighting. Toe clipping 

may also be utilised for identification of grandparent chicks (AHAW, 2010). Although some 

of these mutilations may have long-term benefits, the procedure will, at least transiently, 

compromise bird welfare. Removal of toes (usually the toe that points backwards or 

inwards) is performed using a hot blade or hot wire, while de-spurring is carried out by 

thermo-cautery (holding the spurs against a hot metal surface). Even brief physical restraint 

can elevate underlying fear levels in broilers (Marin et al., 2001), while the mutilation itself 

will induce acute and/or chronic pain since these tissues are well innervated (Gentle and 

Hunter, 1988). De-toeing may lead to the formation of small neuromas, the welfare 

implications of which are difficult to predict (Gentle and Hunter, 1988) although, if 

associated with chronic discomfort, may impact upon perching behaviour. No studies 

describe the long-term impact of de-toeing or de-spurring on male chicken welfare. If 

improvements in housing conditions, management or genetic breeding programmes can 

alter male breeder mating behaviour then the requirement for mutilations may become 

redundant. 
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BB8.4c Comb trimming 

Dubbing the comb (cutting off the comb with a pair of scissors) used to be performed on 

broiler breeder males at the hatchery to reduce the comb size, to prevent damage to the 

comb (during fighting or from rubbing on the wire roof of conventional cages) and to 

improve visibility (and thus increase sexual activity). The comb sizes of modern breeder 

males are much smaller and dubbing is no longer a standard procedure (although it is still 

performed); it is estimated that <10% of males currently undergo this procedure and only 

upon customer request (AHAW, 2010). Dubbing is also likely to cause distress from 

restraint and handling (Marin et al., 2001), and acute pain will result as a consequence of 

the procedure. 

There are no studies describing either the acute or long-term effects of comb cutting or the 
welfare consequences. 

BB8.4d Artificial Insemination 

Artificial insemination is occasionally used in specific breeding lines to avoid rough mating; 

however the males have to be individually cage housed, with associated consequences for 

bird welfare (see B5.1), and the procedure requires a period of restraint, which is likely to 

cause distress (Marin et al., 2001). In addition, artificial insemination enables the selection 

of extra-heavy male lines (following the removal of risk for female damage during mating), 

which poses further consequences for male welfare, especially with regard to the necessity 

for ever-greater feed restrictions (see BB2.1). 

BB8.4e Spiking 

‘Spiking’ is a common management practice in some countries whereby, at around 40 

weeks, some of the older males are replaced with younger males, to maintain fertility levels 

within breeder flocks (AHAW, 2010). ‘Double interspiking’ involves swapping males between 

flocks to disrupt the established pecking order and trigger an increase in sexual behaviour. 

Despite the positive effects on fertility, spiking, unsurprisingly, leads to increased 

aggression between males and potentially increases the prevalence of forced copulations 

(see BB3.6), with associated injuries to both males and females. Chung et al. (2012) 

describe an increase in male-to-male aggression following ‘double interspiking’; the authors 

do not report information relating to male-to-female aggression nor do they report mortality 

levels prior to, or following, this practice, but there are obvious deleterious welfare 

implications. In addition, spiking increases the risk of pathogen introduction to the flock and 

strict biosecurity conditions are therefore necessary. 

The NR also stated: 

                   BB9. WELFARE CONSIDERATIONS: OVERVIEW 

Since so little data exists there is a pressing need for research to establish the prevalence 

of specific welfare issues, including feather pecking, aggression, skeletal injuries and FPD 

prevalence in broiler breeder flocks 

We have been unable to contribute further on the layer breeders’ section because so little is 

known of this part of the industry. The NR summarises this situation and suggests research 

would be useful. 

LHB4. WELFARE CONSIDERATIONS: OVERVIEW 
 
Layer breeders are held in secure facilities and are not easily available for independent 

scientific study. Liaison with facility owners to allow independent inspection and audit of the 

birds’ housing conditions and the prevalence of any welfare problems, with a focus on 

problems known to occur in laying hens (injurious pecking, foot health, keel bone damage) 

or in broiler breeders (aggression, skin damage) would be beneficial. 
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B4 Ducks 

 

SB4.1 A person must ensure ducks are not lifted or carried by the head, legs, wings, feathers or tail 
feathers unless otherwise supported by the breast.  
SB4.2 A person must not routinely trim the bills of ducks.  
SB4.3 A person in charge must ensure bill trimming is carried out by a skilled operator at day old 
and only the rim at the front of the upper bill is to be removed.  
SB4.4 A person in change must ensure facilities are provided to allow ducks to dip their heads under 
water or misters/showers to allow ducks to wet preen, and to clean their eyes and nostrils.  
SB4.5 A person in charge must ensure nest boxes are provided for duck breeders when in lay.  
 
Space allowances  
SB4.6 A person must ensure the maximum recommended stocking densities for ducks are 
according to housing type and under good management conditions and as follows:  

Age  
In confinement  
Ducklings – to 10 days  50 birds/m2  
Ducklings – at 8 weeks  8 birds/m2           20-24 kg/m2  

                   Breeders        5 birds/m2           17-20 kg/m2 
In runs  
Ducklings - at 8 weeks 5000 birds/ha  
Breeders 4000 birds/ha  

 

COMMENT: UNACCEPTABLE.  
It is unacceptable that these Standards allow: 

 
(i) Bill trimming (see SB4.2) .What constitutes “routinely” is open to interpretation. This Standard also 

does not advise the method/s to be used. At the very least, this Standard needs to restrict bill 
trimming in ducks to exceptional circumstances only, under veterinary advice, and only in day old 
ducklings. Pain relief must be used. The NR stated: 

 

D8.2a Bill trimming 

Bill trimming, which involves the removal of a portion of the bill, is conducted to reduce 

feather-pecking within commercial systems. Trimming generally results in ducks engaging 

in reduced bill-related activities in the first few weeks after, suggesting the procedure may 

cause pain and damage to the bill. The methods used are variable but tip-searing the bill 

against a cautery blade may cause less tissue damage than other methods… 

Although beak morphology is remarkably different between species of poultry, similarities 

exist between the somatosensory systems and it is likely that neural projections are similar 

(Kuenzel, 2007). Extrapolation of results obtained for other species of poultry may 

therefore be appropriate (see section LH8.3b). 

 

D11. WELFARE CONSIDERATIONS: OVERVIEW 

Bill trimming should be avoided unless absolutely necessary. Studies have shown that 

trimming reduces bill use for up to one week. This suggests the procedure causes pain. 

Alternative strategies to reduce inter-bird pecking damage including the provision of 

opportunities for natural foraging behaviour can be implemented to avoid the need for bill 

trimming. 

 

(ii) Denying ducks access to water for immersive bathing (see SB4.4) The NR stated: 
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D4.3 Behavioural need for water 

Ducks are a semi-aquatic species and water is essential for the performance of certain 

behaviours such as dabbling, bathing and preening. Preening ensures feathers are kept 

clean and involves the distribution of water all over the body. Ducks show a preference for 

water sources which allow increased immersion. 

The provision of open water allows ducks to perform multiple behaviours such as dabbling, 

swimming, head-dipping and bathing, therefore preventing access to open water can have 

welfare consequences (Rodenburg et al., 2005). Ducks are highly motivated to access 

open water and will “pay a higher cost” (cross a higher barrier) to access a trough, rather 

than a nipple or bell drinker (Cooper et al., 2002). Jones et al. (2009) found that when 

ducks were only provided with nipple drinker lines, they showed compensatory rebound 

(used the bath significantly more than ducks that had always had access to the bath) when 

they were provided with a water bath after 7 weeks. 

During bathing, ducks will regularly preen their feathers to maintain condition and remove 

foreign bodies (O’Driscoll and Broom, 2011). Whilst chickens use dry, dust-like material for 

bathing, ducks require water to ensure a full and effective preening repertoire. Ducks begin a 

preening bout by immersing the head and wings in water, shaking water over the body and 

distributing oil (from the uropygial gland) through the feathers. During bathing in pools, it was 

reported that ducks spent the longest periods of time performing wet preening, followed by 

drinking and dabbling (although this was performed more frequently) (Waitt et al., 2009). 

There is some variation in the amount of time that ducks engage in water-related activities. 

Jones et al. (2009) found that Pekin ducks spend an average of between 15-22% of their 

time either bathing, resting on water, drinking or dabbling, whilst Jones and Dawkins 

(2010b) found that preening alone accounted for more than 17% of the total time budget. In 

another study, Pekin ducks spent an average of 8.5 hours per day (36% of their time) 

engaged in water-related activities (including at pool sides and drinker areas) (Liste et al., 

2012b). There is some evidence to suggest that when resources are large enough (i.e. in 

troughs, baths and under showers), ducks engage in social bathing (Waitt et al., 2009). 

 

D11. WELFARE CONSIDERATIONS: OVERVIEW 

 
Access to a clean water source which allows full (or at least partial) immersion enables ducks to 

wet preen. Water is also important in hot climates to allow ducks to thermoregulate effectively. 

Ducks perform different behaviours in different types of water sources (e.g. showers and troughs), 

thus providing a range of sources is beneficial. A separate drinking source (e.g. nipple line) must 

be provided. It is also essential that the area surrounding water sources is adequately drained to 

avoid wet litter which can lead to foot health problems. A high standard of biosecurity is essential 

as ducks are susceptible to many infectious diseases which may be exacerbated in the presence 

of open water-sources. 

 

It is our strong view (based on the scientific evidence) that a duck without access to water for 

immersion bathing does not have a life “worth living” as a key behaviour is denied, and with 

proper management wet litter can be avoided.  

 

(iii)  Stocking densities that appear to be high (see SB 4.6), compared to those referred to 

in the NR, but again insufficient information has been supplied to stakeholders to make 

detailed assessments:  

D8.1 Stocking density 
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High stocking densities can result in reduced body weight and increased feather damage. 

The stocking density of birds can influence welfare in several ways. One study found that 

when reared on plastic and wire flooring, a stocking density of 9 ducks/m2 resulted in 

decreased weight gain compared with those kept at lower densities (Xie et al., 2014). The 

authors suggested that from day 0-14 and from day 14-42, stocking density should not 

exceed 19 and 8 birds/m2 respectively. In a different study, feather damage (which may be 

the result of feather pecking) was worse when ducks were kept at 8 ducks/m2 compared 

with densities of 5, 6 and 7 birds/m2 (De Buisonjé, 2001, cited by Rodenburg et al., 2005). 

Conversely, when comparing stocking densities of 7, 9 and 11 ducks/m2, it was the 

intermediate density that gave the best welfare, behaviour, and performance outcomes 

(Baéza et al., 2003, cited by Rodenburg et al., 2005). This was a small-scale study though 

and different results may be obtained for commercial flock sizes... 

As with our recommendations for other poultry, stocking densities must be subject to welfare 

outcomes being achieved (ie include safeguards that trigger corrective actions such as easing 

the stocking density being used when disease or injury rates are triggered). 

Further Standards are also needed to ensure: 

(i)  Ducks are not deprived of food in early life, clean drinking water is provided in baths, 
and separate drinking and preening water sources are available at all times. The NR 
stated: 

 

D2. FEED AND WATER 

 
Food deprivation in early life can slow the development of the small intestine, leading to 

a reduced body weight. Ducks prefer drinking water from baths over bell drinkers, but 

only when the water is sufficiently clean. This highlights the importance of providing 

separate drinking and preening water sources for ducks… 

 

Unlike other poultry species, ducks not only require water for drinking, but they also 

have a strong motivation to dabble and use water during preening (Cooper et al., 2002). 

 

      (ii)       Ducks are not force fed or used in foie gras production. The NR stated this was already 

illegal in Australia, but we are unaware of any specific ban. The NR also stated: 

D2.1 Force feeding and foie gras production 

The production of foie gras involves a period of force-feeding which increases the size 

of the liver by up to 10-times. The capture and restraint of ducks for force-feeding is 

stressful... 

The production of foie gras has been described in detail elsewhere (e.g. SCAHAW, 1998; 

Guémené and Guy, 2004), but briefly, it involves a period of food restriction during the 

early growing stage (3-5 weeks from 9 weeks of age), followed by an intense two-week 

period of force-feeding (from 12 weeks of age) using a pneumatic or hydraulic pump 

twice daily. 

 

Birds are forced to ingest more food than they would do voluntarily. During this process, 

ducks are fed a high-fat mash which results in an increase in liver weight (up to 10 times 

the size of a normal liver (Skippon, 2013) and an increased fat content (Rochlitz and 

Broom, 2017). The procedure causes both discomfort and ill health (Rochlitz and 

Broom, 2017). 

 

(iii)       Ducks are not continued to be exposed to known major risk factors in duck production.  
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            The NR stated: 

D3. RISK MANAGEMENT 

D3.1 Mortality 

Higher environmental temperatures in commercial housing systems are associated 

with higher levels of flock mortality. The age of the parental breeding flock also 

influences duckling mortality. 

                         In a study on the impact of management system on duck welfare, 46 flocks were 

monitored in 23 differing housing systems (Jones and Dawkins, 2010a; 2010b). 

Across all flocks, the average mortality was 5.2% by 48 days (Jones et al., 2010a). 

High environmental temperatures were associated with higher levels of flock mortality. 

Temperatures were higher in houses which operated a whole-house brooding system 

and these conditions were therefore also associated with higher mortality. The type of 

drinker provided can also affect mortality. In one study, mortality in older ducklings 

(over 14 days) was higher in houses containing large trough drinkers (approx. 

dimension: length 183 x width 20 x depth 13cm) rather than a nipple line (Schenk et 

al., 2016). This may have been due to increased water contamination in the troughs. 

Force-feeding during the production of foie gras has also been found to adversely 

affect mortality. During the two-week period, mortality increased to between 2 – 4%, 

compared with approximately 0.2% in non-force fed drakes (Skippon, 2013). 

An additional factor which is associated with mortality in ducklings is the parent age 

(Braun et al., 2002). Ducklings from older breeder flocks (31-47 weeks old, rather than 

24 weeks old) grew better and mortality was higher in eggs hatched from the younger 

breeders. 

 

D3.2 Self-directed feather picking, injurious pecking and cannibalism 

Ducks can perform self-directed feather-picking which involves the excessive removal 

of feathers. This can lead to injurious pecking of other birds within the flock. The 

provision of open water and an outdoor run reduced the amount of feather picking 

performed and environmental enrichment devices generally improve feather 

condition... 

D3.3 Foot health 

Foot condition can be influenced by several factors. Poor quality litter can result in 

increased foot problems including foot pad dermatitis. Foot pad dermatitis is worse in 

houses with high relative humidity and ammonia levels. Some drinker types may be 

associated with increased foot pad dermatitis development, but results are varied. Foot 

condition was generally good in houses containing open water. 

 

D3.4 Leg health 

Genetic selection has led to skeletal alterations in ducks. This can influence their 

walking ability and the prevalence of walking difficulties in commercial duck systems is 

high. Ducks can also suffer from fatigued walking condition which generally becomes 

apparent when birds are being transported. Both leg bone and heart development 

have been suggested to be important in the occurrence of this condition. 

Genetic selection of commercial poultry for increased breast muscle mass has 

resulted in major changes in leg morphology compared with ancestral species 

(Duggan et al., 2015; 2016). In some breeds, adaptations have led to gait (walking 

ability) alterations. Unlike other species of poultry, the leg adaptations of ducks need 
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to be appropriate for both swimming and walking, which can make the assessment of 

appropriate morphology difficult (Duggan et al., 2015). In a study of 46 duck flocks, it 

was reported that at 23 days old 14% suffered moderate or severe gait abnormalities 

(Jones and Dawkins, 2010a). By 41 days old, this had increased to 21%. Some work 

has focused on the impact of altered gait in broiler chickens, some of which is likely to 

be relevant for ducks, but more work is needed to assess the impact of genetic 

alterations in gait on the welfare of ducks. 

Fatigued walking condition becomes apparent when birds are being loaded into 

transport for slaughter. Ducks are unable to walk correctly and resort to sitting rather 

than standing. Little is known about the aetiology of this condition, but it has been 

suggested that both leg bone and heart development (which can be influenced by egg 

incubation temperature) both play a role (Da Costa et al., 2016). 

D3.5 Infectious disease 

Ducks are susceptible to a number of diseases which can cause high mortality 

including avian influenza, amyloidosis, duck viral enteritis, muscular dystrophy, and 

goose parvovirus. Higher concentrations of airborne microorganisms in houses can 

reduce duck immunity, leading to increased susceptibility to disease. 

 

 

FINAL NOTE – OTHER SPECIES  
 

 
As mentioned earlier in this submission, Animals Australia was not able to adequately assess and thus 
comment specifically on the proposed Standards and Guidelines for poultry species other than chickens 
and ducks.  This was primarily due to the failure of the review process to provide information on these 
industries (i.e. no support papers) and the absence of the requisite scientific literature review prior to the 
drafting of the DPSG. The latter only became available in late 2017 after the (Victorian-commissioned) 
NR was provided. Additionally, these other species were only fleetingly referred to during the 
Stakeholder Advisory Group meeting in 2016. Because of these factors, Animals Australia has had 
insufficient time, no doubt like many stakeholders, to properly consider the NR findings in relation to 
emus, geese, Guinea fowl, ostriches, partridge, pheasants, pigeons, quail, and turkeys, and compare 
these to the DPSG. 
 
The welfare of these other 9 commercially raised species is of great concern to Animals Australia. We, 
therefore, request further consideration by the Stakeholders Advisory Group of B5 to B13 of the 
DPSG prior to the “final version” of the document being progressed for decision by the Ministers for 
Agriculture (or equivalent).  

 

 

 

End of specific comments on the  
Draft Australian Animal Welfare Standards and Guidelines – Poultry.   

Comments on the Regulatory Impact Statement follow. 
 

Comments on the RIS follow. 
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Animals Australia’s comments on the Consultation Regulatory Impact Statement 

 

 

 

Introduction 
 
The Consultation Regulatory Impact Statement (RIS) is welcomed for some of the information it provides on 
the poultry industries, but we have found it to be deficient in its attempt to accurately assess and then 
communicate the “impacts” (financial and animal welfare) of the proposed poultry Standards. 
 

General comments on the RIS 

 
The RIS contains significant and useful information in regard to the scale and composition of the various 
poultry industries.   
 
We welcome the following acknowledgement of the current deficiencies of the Poultry Code (2002):  

 
Australia’s existing model codes for the welfare of domestic poultry are now 15 years old. 
Those for ostriches are 14 years old and those for emus are 11 years old. These codes have not 
kept pace with community and trading partner expectations, which are that risks to animal 
welfare will be managed through regulatory standards that are clear and verifiable for 
implementation and enforcement purposes, and are informed by evolving animal welfare 
science.   
 
As the codes have not kept pace with animal welfare science and society's expectations, some 
stakeholders consider a number of current practices present risks to poultry wellbeing. Key 
determinants of wellbeing not covered by current mandatory standards are: legal 
responsibility, stocking densities, lighting, litter management, facilities to allow innate 
behaviour, water for ducks, and animal intervention practices aimed at reducing mortality or 
increasing productivity (e.g. beak trimming, induced moulting, pinioning, castrating). 

(RIS page 4) 
 
Unfortunately, as outlined in significant detail in the first section of this submission above ,the current DPSG 
has not adequately altered Standards for what this RIS states are the ‘key determinants of wellbeing’ 
for animals.   
 
Further, Animals Australia has not found the RIS to be a reliable indicator of even the costs and benefits of 
adoption of the new draft Standards (DPSG) due to several inherent flaws which include (in summary): 
 

 The vast majority of the information used in this RIS has been derived from the poultry industries 
themselves without interrogation of its validity (i.e. in most cases merely noting its source as 
Australian Egg Corporation Ltd (AECL) or Australian Chicken Meat Federation (ACMF) ,the peak 
industry groups for egg producers and chicken meat producers respectively, without the basis of that 
information being provided); 

 

 Calculations of costs are made using assumptions that are often not provided, and almost 
always without providing the reader with any information to verify or substantiate the assumption 
(see case studies);  
 

 A major purported cost (new S9.15 re beak trimming) has been found to be totally baseless due to 
the practices not being significantly different to current routine practice (see below), and yet that 
calculated “cost” (also based on unsubstantiated industry assumptions regarding Injurious Pecking 
[IP] deaths) has significantly inflated all other purported cumulative costs (i.e. the inflated Option C 
then adding erroneously to each other combined Option C plus Option D – G total).  Such inaccurate 
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information will therefore cause readers and decision-makers to be misled about the total cost of 
adoption of other higher Standards (see case study); 

 There is also misleading or inadequate assessment of the current inevitable trends toward higher 
welfare products and thus also little consideration of the likely voluntary commercial decisions that 
will be made in coming years, leading to an over-estimation of the purported costs of any ‘enforced’ 
changes to Standards.  This is despite the fact that the RIS quotes the Productivity Commission 
report that (p)roducers also have an incentive to improve animal welfare to meet changing consumer 
demands for higher welfare products11; 

 

 There is no assessment of the consumers’ “willingness to pay” higher prices, and thus no 

assessment of the sector that may ultimately shoulder any additional production costs. This omission 

is despite the increase in consumer and corporate demand for “cage free” eggs ,for example, which 

is growing quickly each year in Australia;  

 

 Similarly, there is no costing of the age/depreciation status of the current cage stock or other 

infrastructure to enable costing of an orderly transition (i.e. how many cages or sheds would be 

being replaced anyway during a phase out period).  This is in stark contrast to the similar exercise 

(regarding layer hen changes in 2012) by the New Zealand NAWAC12 which used an 18 year cage 

life/economic depreciation figure.  The NZ transition plan requires (progressively) cages more than 

17/18 years of age to be decommissioned – enacting a 10 year phase out (by 2022).  Such a 

depreciation time in Australia for cages (for example) would enable a 10 year phase out as few (if 

any) conventional cages have been installed since 2008 (as a requirement of State jurisdiction 

arrangements to adopt the 2002 Code); and 

 

 The animal welfare benefits to be derived from some of the “higher welfare” options have not been 
consistently stated, and in some cases the strong scientific basis has been misconstrued or is 
absent (providing an inaccurate one-sided cost/benefits analysis).  Indeed, the scientific sections in 
the RIS are inadequate/incomplete compared with the material provided by stakeholders during the 
review, and in consideration of the NR (commissioned by the Victorian Government).  

 
 

Case Study of one major inaccuracy built into the RIS regarding the overall cost of the proposed 
Standards:    SA9.15 Beak Trimming 

 
Proposed new Standard SA9.15: 
A person must not remove more than one-third of the upper and lower beaks. 
 
The RIS suggests that there was considerable discussion in 2016 by the SAG of the need to introduce a 
Standard to detail the method/degree of beak trimming undertaken and the costs of “increased mortality” 
(page 125) impacting on flocks if the portion of the beak to be cut was decreased.  Animals Australia is a 
member of SAG and does not recall any such discussion beyond a fleeting statement; rather, the 
discussions relating to beak trimming concentrated on potentially moving from HB methods to the use of IR 
methods.  There was no suggestion in the SAG that Standard SA9.15 would be significantly different to 
current methodology. 
 
It was, therefore, surprising to find that the RIS now costs this proposed Standard (max 1/3rd of upper and 
lower beak) at $625.26 Million (Table A5.2, pages 156-7) over 10 years due to the “replacement” costs of 
hens killed by IP if all hatcheries/producers were to adopt this Standard. The costings have been provided 
by AECL, suggesting an increase in mortality due to higher pecking damage due to less significant beak 
trimming (thus longer beaks).  The mortalities provided suggest an increased mortality of 4% in cages, 8% 
in barns and 12% in FR systems (Panel A2.2); these percentage increases in mortalities (due to increased 

                                                      
11 Productivity Commission 2016, Regulation of Australian Agriculture, Report no. 79, Canberra. 
12 New Zealand National Animal Welfare Advisory Committee ‘Animal Welfare (Layer Hens) Code of Welfare Report’ - 2012  
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pecking) are not further referenced nor substantiated.  Animals Australia is not aware of any research that 
has studied and thus provided these estimates. 
 
For context , this figure ($625.26 M) is almost half the cumulative costs attributed to adopting the new 
Standards (Option C) plus a phase out of cages over 10 years (Option D) totally some   $1,355,47 Million). 
 
Further, this extra cost (said to be due to increased mortalities) implies or assumes that this new Standard is 
a significantly lesser beak trimming than is currently the industry norm.   However, past Codes of Practice 
(since 1983) indicated that an operator may remove not more than half of the upper beak and one third of 
the lower beak.  The current Poultry Code (2002) refers to the need for accredited operators and methods to 
be used for beak trimming.  The current Beak Trimming handbook for egg producers (Glatz and Bourke 
2006, commissioned by the Poultry CRC) indicates similarly that no more than half the upper beak and a 
step to the lower beak… (i.e. usually considered 1/3rd) meets the industry standard.   
 
There is no argument nor justification in the RIS (from page 125, or in the scientific discussion from page 
242) that the different upper beak maximum (i.e. up to half removed compared to a third) is significantly 
different to current practice, nor any science supporting the purported increase in mortality that may be 
caused by this incremental change (said to be 1.43 million more hens dying due to feather pecking/mortality 
each year).  On the contrary, the science indicates that more severe cutting than the industry standard can 
lead to neuromas (and chronic pain) and abnormal beaks and is therefore already avoided.  Accordingly, it 
is highly unlikely that hatcheries are currently doing anything significantly different to the current proposed 
Standard SA9.15 (1/3rd of both beaks). 
 
Our view is that there is no factual nor scientific basis for suggesting that the cost to implement SA 9.15 
beak trimming Standard will be $625M as it appears to be a status quo procedure.  Animals Australia has 
no confidence that this small (or no) change will affect any hens, nor any confidence in the purported AECL 
assumptions regarding any resultant increase in mortality even if there was a small change. 
 
Note: When attempting to understand the basis for the above assumptions (regarding the “change” 
purported to be required of hatcheries, and the mortality figures due to increased pecking), the RIS authors 
referred Animals Australia to AECL.  AECL has not been able to provide further explanation. 
 
 

Case Study of a key error in the RIS that grossly underestimates the number of meat chickens affected 
by the suggested Option E – reduction in stocking density 

 
Option E of the RIS relates to a proposed decrease in (maximum) stocking density for grower meat 
chickens from 40kg/sqm to 30kg/sqm.  The RIS consultants accepted ACMF calculations regarding the 
extra sheds/shed space and costs required to accommodate all birds at the reduced density. The extra shed 
space was said to be the space needed to accommodate some 16.4M birds (per batch), or 80M birds per 
year (page 209). 
 
The ACMF calculations (footnote 370) have been interpreted by the RIS consultants (Table A16.1) to mean 
that only 80 million birds a year would receive the animal welfare benefits of Option E (more space/bird).  
 
Animals Australia contacted the RIS consultants for clarification and information on how the costings were 
undertaken: e.g., what proportion of the current national flock was affected, how this was calculated given 
there was no information of the current stocking density distribution provided, and then how was the 
additional shed costing determined.  The RIS authors did not have this information (which underscored the 
assumptions) and instead advised we seek the information from ACMF.  
 
The ACMF readily provided its detailed calculations directly to Animals Australia, including the conclusion 
that in fact some 78% of all meat chickens would have a reduced stocking density under Option E; thus the 
real figure was some 496 million birds each year (not 80 million) provided with the welfare benefits of extra 
pace.   
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It is of significant concern that any community member or decision-maker reading the RIS would be misled 
by reading the miscalculation that only a small portion of the national flock (around 22%) would gain an 
advantage by the adoption of Option E.  In fact, the majority of meat chickens would be afforded more 
space in which to move about (see our previous section that shows the scientific evidence that welfare is 
enhanced by lower stocking densities in broiler sheds). 
 
Market failure argument 
 
Animals Australia welcomes some elements of the discussion provided in the RIS that assist understanding 
of the need for regulatory intervention.  For example, when discussing the need for enforceable standards, 
the RIS explains that the common claim that “farmers” would not permit their animals to experience poor 
welfare because they would not be able to earn a living, i.e. the animals would not be productive, has been 
debunked.  See this extract (Page v RIS): 
 

It is sometimes argued that market forces alone can prevent animal suffering because vendors 
have an economic incentive to protect animal welfare – that is to say, it is in the financial 
interest of a vendor to maintain positive physical attributes and reduce mortality rates. This 
argument has some validity on farms where continued deterioration in the physical attributes 
of livestock can adversely affect sales prices. Producers also have an incentive to improve 
animal welfare to meet changing consumer demands for higher welfare products. 
 
It is possible to have a physically healthy productive animal that is in a poor state of welfare 
due to, for instance, mental stress. Indeed, apart from physiological functioning, physical 
condition and performance – brain state, behaviour, and even an animal’s emotions are now all 
recognised as key factors in assessing an animal’s welfare. In terms of this broader 
understanding of animal welfare there can be insufficient economic incentive for a poultry farm 
to reduce risks to animal welfare, especially where doing so would increase costs with little or 
no offsetting gains to the business. In fact, egg laying rates are higher in cages than in barns or free 
range farms; and lowering stocking densities in non-cage egg production systems 
provides no offsetting benefits to the producer.   
 

It is clear that regardless of the system being used, minimum standards to protect welfare are required as 
financial incentives are notoriously unreliable. 
 
Misleading comparison with international standards (RIS pages 16/17) 
 
The RIS in particular refers to and reproduces the OIE Eleven general principles for the welfare of animals 
in livestock production systems.  The RIS then states: 

These OIE general principles were informed by a scientific paper written by Professor David 
Fraser and other world experts on animal welfare science. The paper was published in the 
Veterinary Journal in June 2013. The proposed Australian Animal Welfare Standards and 
Guidelines for Poultry are generally consistent with these principles (our emphasis added). 

 
Notably, however, battery cages for layer hens, for example, do not adhere to the 4th of the OIE “general 
principles”: 

The physical environment should allow comfortable resting, safe and comfortable movement 
including normal postural changes, and the opportunity to perform types of natural behaviour 
that animals are motivated to perform… 

 
Other OIE “general principles” include for example the need to ensure genetic selection is appropriate for 
health and welfare, appropriate social groupings, prevention of prolonged hunger, and avoidance and/or 
management of painful procedures.  Similar to the arguments presented earlier in this submission where we 
indicated how the good husbandry principles on page 12 of the DPSG could not be achieved with the draft 
Standards as they are, nor can these OIE principles be achieved; i.e. the DPSG document does not 
adhere to the majority of the OIE minimum international standards. This is shocking for a first world country. 
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Biosecurity and food safety – RIS mis-states the science and history of cage free systems. 
 
Throughout the RIS the move to phase out cages (Option D) is characterised as carrying a higher 
“biosecurity risk” , i.e., that there will be less efficient management of … biosecurity for the prevention of 
disease, and thereby a negative animal welfare consideration affecting millions of (then) uncaged hens. 
 
However, new Standard SA5.4 seeks to address the issue that is likely to be at the base of this 
consideration, which is the possibility of diseases such as Newcastle disease, or avian influenza being 
passed from wild nomadic or migratory birds to domestic birds: 

 
SA5.4 - A person in charge must take reasonable actions to minimise access to feed and drinking 
water by wild birds. 

  
This precaution is already present in the existing Model Code of Practice (12.12), and a matter that free 
range egg and other poultry farmers are well aware of and take steps to mitigate any risk of (personal 
communication Free Range Egg and Poultry Australia [FREPA]).  In practice, this is achieved by separating 
(by barriers and distance) commercial birds from open water bodies.  Its inclusion as a Standard in the 
DPSG is supported by Animals Australia (see above).  Further, the Egg Corp Assured (ECA) Program 
administered for AECL and covering a large proportion of the egg industry’s producers also addresses 
these biosecurity issues in its audit and accreditation regime. 
 
It should also be noted that there is no evidence that free range poultry facilities have been 
disproportionately implicated in past disease events in Australia : indeed, the evidence indicates the 
opposite, despite the number of free range facilities increasing.  
 
For example, George Arzey (former Senior Veterinary Officer – Avian Health –NSW DPI) has written that: 

‘…all but one Newcastle disease outbreak in Australia between 1998 and 2002 were in indoor flocks, 
and all of the avian influenza outbreaks until 2012 were flocks housed indoors.  The single 
Newcastle Disease outbreak in a free range farm (Rhylstone) originated from an intensive farm in 
Sydney that delivered live infected birds to the farm’ (October 2016, The Veterinarian). 

 
International expert studies for the OIE, FAO and EFSA13 and other bodies, consistently warn that 
industrialised, high density farming methods increase the issues caused by viral diseases.  For example, the 
Council for Agricultural Science and Technology assembled a taskforce of public health experts from WHO, 
OIE and the USDA in 2005 and concluded that intensive industrialised animal agriculture delivers significant 
efficiency in terms of economy of scale, but warned that the cost of increased efficiency was an 
accompanying increase in disease risk.   
 
The flip side of this issue is that the environment and health of free range birds can mitigate against disease 
transmission.  Lower stocking densities, sunlight, and more robust birds through exercise can reduce both 
transmission rates and the risk of viruses mutating and becoming more virulent amongst birds in high 
density high stress indoor environments.  
 
Further, it is perplexing from a biosecurity point of view that the DPSG do not prioritise disease vaccination 
as a Standard: see GA3.14 Poultry should be vaccinated to protect against likely infectious diseases if there 
is a significant risk to the welfare of poultry. See also: 
https://www.animalhealthaustralia.com.au/what-we-do/endemic-disease/newcastle-disease/ 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
13 European Food Safety Authority. 2007. Report of the Task Force on Zoonoses Data Collection on the Analysis of the baseline 

study on the prevalence of Salmonella in holdings of laying hen flocks of Gallus gallus. The EFSA Journal 97. 
http://www.efsa.europa.eu/en/efsajournal/pub/rn-97 

 

https://www.animalhealthaustralia.com.au/what-we-do/endemic-disease/newcastle-disease/
http://www.efsa.europa.eu/en/efsajournal/pub/rn-97
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Food safety – egg related salmonella  
 
The infection of eggs and egg products with salmonella bacteria is a major public health issue causing 
salmonellosis (an often dangerous gastrointestinal illness that can cause human mortality).  For that reason, 
the AECL Egg Corp Assured program includes food safety in its audit program and health authorities 
around Australia have instigated programs to reduce its incidence through improved husbandry 
arrangements and egg handling.   
 
However, it is often assumed or implied that free range egg products may carry a higher risk due to the 
more likely contact with litter or faeces than caged birds.  International studies have not supported this view.  
For example a large EFSA European survey and report in 2007 concluded: 
 

Cage production was found to be associated with a higher risk of positivity [for salmonella] than for 
the other investigated laying hens production types. However, compared to the other production 
types, cage production was characterised by larger flock sizes. Organic flocks were on average of 
the smallest size, whereas the barn and the free-range standard flocks were of low to medium size. 
Consequently cage production as well as a larger flock size were associated with a higher risk of 
positivity. 
 

More relevantly, surveys in Australia recently have found the same: that salmonella contamination is not 
more highly associated with alternative hen housing. For example, the NSW Food Authority and Safe Food 
Queensland have surveyed flocks extensively to gauge the incidence of salmonella infected eggs.   
 
The NSW study in 201314 found the highest proportion of salmonella positive farms to be those with multi 
tier cages (80%), followed by barn laid farms (75%).  Surprisingly, the lowest salmonella positive incidence 
was on farms with a single tier cage structure (few of which now remain).  Free range paddock systems had 
an incidence of 34%.  This study (like the European study) found that farm or flock size was a key indicator: 
flocks/farms producing 30,000+ eggs a day were very likely (91%) to have salmonella contaminated eggs, 
compared with farms producing less than 1,000 eggs a day (25% incidence).   
 
Further, Safe Food Queensland has conducted two studies (2014 and 2015). The 201515 study found little 
difference between the cage facility farms (60%) and free range farms (55%) in the incidence of salmonella 
contamination of eggs.  However, varying flock sizes did find a significant difference: medium and large 
farms in the 2015 survey (i.e. over 15,000 hens) were all found to have salmonella contamination (similar to 
the 2014 survey).  The “small” and “lifestyle’” farm flock sizes had a 60% and 47% (respectively) incidence 
of salmonella detected. 
 
Clearly, there is no indication that the alternative housing methods, particularly free range farming, carries a 
greater risk of salmonella. The evidence rather is that smaller facilities are likely to carry a lower food safety 
risk (many of which would be free range).  However, the larger the farm (flock size) of any type, the greater 
the precautions that must be taken to reduce the risk of salmonella contamination. 

 
 
The bias and inadequacy of the review process 
 
Animals Australia has been particularly concerned by the review process of the existing Code, and thereby 
the development of the DPSG.  In addition to the failure to undertake a full peer-reviewed independent 
scientific literature review – addressed in detail above – it was frustrating in the extreme that there was 
insufficient time or opportunity during the two Stakeholder Advisory Group meetings in 2016 to adequately 
discuss all elements of the draft Standards and Guidelines.   

                                                      
14 NSW Food Authority. 2013 Baseline evaluation of the NSW Egg Food Safety Scheme – Microbiological survey of egg farms in 

NSW.  NSW/FA/CP067/1212 
15 SafeFood Queensland. 2015. Salmonella survey of the Queensland egg production environment. 
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Those concerns about the bias of the process were further extended when in December (2017) FOI-
obtained NSW Department of Primary Industry (NSW DPI) documents revealed issues that were not 
previously known to us, despite our membership of SAG.   
 
An examination of those documents shows the process led by officers of the DPI NSW and Animal Health 
Australia included -   

 multiple meetings between DPI, AHA, industry groups and consultants outside the SAG process, 
including to determine which issues would be discussed during the SAG meetings, and which the 
Chair would ‘shelve’ for AWTG adjudication,  

 the drafting of the first version of the Standards in consultation with industry representatives before 
even speaking with the expert animal welfare groups, scientists or the AVA,  

 misleading and selective use of animal welfare research (to falsely justify continued use of battery 
caging), and 

 allowing industry representatives to review and contribute to the draft ‘support papers’ and 
Regulatory Impact Statement (RIS) prior to the full SAG. 

 
Note: The latter becoming obvious when the RIS itself was circulated to SAG – pre public consultation – 
already including ACMF comment on the final DPSG clauses not previously in a DPSG version seen by 
SAG).  That ACMF statement on page 24 of the RIS being –  

However, as acknowledged in the draft standards and guidelines, the interpretation of animal welfare 
science is “influenced by the worldview and convictions (values) of the individual reader”, and “this 
interplay of values and science can lead to people drawing different conclusions about the same 
piece of animal welfare science”. 

 
The ACMF is quoting a section of the final DPSG (page 10) – the RIS and that version being circulated 
(together) for the first time (on 23/11/17) to the SAG members list, indicating the ACMF saw and responded 
to the RIS prior to other SAG members having access. 
 
These clear ‘process’ failures and bias resulted as you are aware in the current draft Standards providing no 
significant changes to current unacceptable housing and husbandry conditions for literally millions of poultry 
(as confirmed by the Victorian Nicol report).   
 
Given the revealed and now clear inadequacies of the review, it is therefore particularly concerning that the 
RIS (page 22) made the following misleading statements: 
 

1.4 Consultation processes 
The Consultation Guidelines (Appendix F of the COAG Guidelines) have been considered in the 
consultation strategy for the proposed standards and this RIS. 
 
The development process for the standards and guidelines is transparent and inclusive. Relevant 
scientific literature, current practice and community expectations are utilised to support an evidence-
based approach. The process follows an agreed project plan for the development of standards and 
guidelines…. 

 
 
Dissenting Statements: 
 
The two national animal welfare groups which are members of the SAG – Animals Australia and RSPCA 
Australia – were concerned about the failures of the review process from 2015 when it became clear that an 
independent scientific literature review would not be undertaken during the review process.  Our concerns 
grew and were confirmed as the SAG meetings and deficient draft Standards emerged.   
 
During 2017 we requested a dissenting statement be provided in both the consultation DPSG and the 
consultation RIS to ensure community members and decision makers would be aware that we did not 
support the circulated DPSG.   The Poultry Management Group (DPI and AHA representatives) did not wish 
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to accommodate this request, and each group had to escalate the request to the Animal Welfare Task 
Group (AWTG) chair.  After some lobbying this finally occurred in the RIS only (pages 25/26).   
That joint dissenting statement is reproduced here for clarity: 

 
RSPCA Australia and Animals Australia dissent report 
 
‘RSPCA Australia and Animals Australia wish to note their opposition to several draft 
standards proposed in the Australian Animal Welfare Standards and Guidelines for 
Poultry on the basis of their detrimental impact on animal welfare and failure to properly 
reflect current animal welfare science. 
 
The primary areas of opposition raised by RSPCA Australia and Animals Australia are 
outlined in the following non-exhaustive list of issues: 
 
1. The lack of any standards in Part B1 requiring layer hens to be afforded the ability 
to express innate behaviours including perching, nesting, dust bathing and ground 
scratching, as well as comfort behaviours including wing-stretching. 
 
2. The lack of any proposed phase-out of conventional cage systems. Worldwide, 
scientific evidence is conclusive that housing hens in conventional cages results in 
negative states of welfare. 
 
3. The current stocking densities for meat chickens, layer pullets, layer hens, and 
turkeys outlined in Part B. Scientific evidence shows that stocking density is an important 
determinant of welfare. Stocking density has a direct, negative linear relationship with 
welfare, with evidence demonstrating that lower densities lead to improved welfare. 
 
4. The minimum light intensities outlined in Part A6. Scientific evidence 
demonstrates that low lighting levels of this nature have negative welfare impacts including eye 
abnormalities, a reduction in locomotion and activity levels, and an increase in lameness and skin 
problems such as hock burn, breast blisters and foot pad 
dermatitis in some species. 
 
5. The lack of restrictions placed on the practice of beak trimming in Part A9. Beak 
trimming should only be performed: 

 when other options to reduce feather pecking and cannibalism have been 
implemented and exhausted; 

 by an accredited operator; 

 using an infrared beam; 

 on chicks within 3 days of hatching; 

 to remove the tip of the beak (one-fifth) only; and 

 once, unless a second trim is required in exceptional circumstances to address 
outbreaks of severe feather pecking. 

 
6. In addition to these primary areas of opposition (points 1-5) Animals Australia 
and RSPCA Australia remain concerned that other substantive issues are not adequately 
addressed in the Draft Standards, for example the ongoing acceptance of skip-a-day 
feeding of breeding poultry and inadequate standards to protect poultry at slaughter. 
 

Concern that there will be little enforcement of any new Standards  
 
In the section (4.2) evaluating the costs of the new Standards we learn that there may be no further work 
related to these standards on the part of the Commonwealth (page 54):  

The data used in this analysis and the assumptions and qualifications to the data on which the 
costs and benefits have been estimated are provided in Appendices 1 to 16 and Appendix 22. 
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(The Australian DAWR has confirmed that no incremental costs would be incurred by the 
Commonwealth as a result of the endorsement of the proposed standards or alternative options). 

 
Even more concerning (given animal welfare responsibility sits with the State and Territories) is that in 
Section 5 Implementation issues, the RIS states (page 86):  

As discussed in Part 4.2.2 of this RIS, the cost of making the necessary regulations to adopt 
the standards is likely to be relatively small and in any case, is part of the normal role of 
government. Advice from jurisdictions is that no incremental government enforcement costs 
would be incurred as a result of replacing the existing standards with the proposed 
standards (Option C). However, one jurisdiction has foreshadowed the possibility of some relatively 
minor incremental enforcement costs if one or more of the other Options D to G is eventually 
selected as a preferred option. Any such costs will be estimated in the Decision RIS, 
depending on which option or options are selected. 

 Note: Animals Australia added emphasis. 
 
 
Animals Australia response to OPTIONS A-G 
 
Option A:   Maintain the status quo (i.e. ‘base case’, the current Code, no change) 
 
Comment:    Unacceptable for the many reasons indicated above – the welfare of over half a billion 

commercially farmed birds is currently compromised due to housing and husbandry 
deficiencies. 

 
Option B:  Convert the proposed national standards into national voluntary guidelines (the minimum 

intervention option) in addition to the base case 
 
Comment:  Unacceptable on the grounds that the DPSG are themselves inadequate, but to attempt to 

increase compliance with even minimum standards enforceable regulations (an enforcement) 
is needed.  As indicated in the RIS, market failure is a substantive risk given the ability for 
poultry farmers to be financially viable even when the health and welfare of birds is 
compromised. 

 
Option C:  Adopt the proposed standards as currently drafted (the DPSG), which would replace the 

MCOPs (current Code) in the base case, 
 
Comment: Unacceptable as outlined throughout this submission.  The DPSG fails to reflect the current 

accepted scientific animal welfare literature and opinion, community and corporate 
expectations, or internationally accepted standards for farm animal welfare (even the 
minimum OIE animal welfare principles).  
 

Quoted from the RIS - The following Options D, E, F and G are all variations of Option C (the proposed 
standards as currently drafted) and are not mutually exclusive. The Option eventually preferred could 
therefore be Option A, B, C or a combination of one or more of the Options D, E, F or G. 
 
Option D:  Vary the proposed standards (option C) to phase out conventional cages  

for chicken layers over 10 or 20 years in favour of alternative systems ‘typical’ free range, 
barn/aviary or furnished cages, providing a nest, perch and space for forage. 

 
 

Comment:  Animals Australia supports the element of this option which envisages a 10 year phase out of 
cages for layers on the substantive grounds provided in this submission.   

  
Note: without the erroneous SA9.15 beak trimming purported cost of $625M, this Option is 
currently costed at $822M (not $1.531Billion) over 10 years..  
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Option E:  Vary the proposed standards (option C) to reduce maximum  

stocking densities in barns or sheds for non-cage layer hens to 9 birds per m2 and meat 
chickens 30kg/m2. 

 
Comment: Animals Australia supports this option on the animal welfare grounds indicated above, which 

would provide more space and welfare increments for some 78% of meat chickens in 
Australia and assist the welfare of hundreds of thousands of barn housed layers. 

 
Option F:  Vary the proposed standards (option C) to require the availability of nests, perches and litter 

for all chicken layers in cage and non-cage systems. 
 

Comment:       Animals Australia supports this option in principle, and particularly if it is implied to 
introduce these incremental and important improvements in the near future (i.e. be 
introduced as the same time as the new Standards, not phased in over 10 or 20 years).   
 
However we do not support cages, including ‘furnished cages’ - furnished cages allow 
layer poultry access to only limited behavioural repertoires, and still restrict birds 
enormously. 

 
Option G:  Vary the proposed standards (option C) to ban castration, pinioning and 

devoicing, hot blade beak trimming at hatcheries, and routine second beak trim – unless 
there are exceptional circumstances (hot blade permitted in this circumstance). 

 
Comment: Animals Australia supports this option, though note these changes do not provide sufficient to 

protect the welfare of birds. 
 
 

Animals Australian comments of the DPSG and RIS ends. 

  

 

 

Enquiries related to this submission should be directed to googjes@animalsaustralia.org. 

 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Glenys Oogjes 
Chief Executive Officer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Animals Australia     37 O’Connell Street, Nth Melbourne, VIC 3051   Ph. (03) 9329 6333   Fax. (03) 9329 6441 

enquiries@AnimalsAustralia.org   www.AnimalsAustralia.org   ABN. 65 016 845 767 

mailto:enquiries@AnimalsAustralia.org
http://www.animalsaustralia.org/

