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Animal Welfare is Essential to the
Sustainability of the Poultry Industry

Sustainability is “the ability to be maintained at a certain rate or
level.” In other words, systems must operate to meet the
current population’s needs without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their needs. In the past, sustainable
systems were those that minimized the depletion of resources
or contaminant emissions that were harmful to the
environment. Today sustainability has a much broader
application and systems are unsustainable if the public finds
any effect of the system on the environment, human health, or

animal welfare to be unacceptable (Broom, 2019).

Which factors the public considers more important than others,
and the order of their importance, varies over time (Broom,
2019). Farm animal welfare is one factor that remains
important to the public and the animal agriculture industry.
Some actions that improve animal welfare also have positive

impacts on the environment and human health, but not always.

The freedom that farmers once had to raise animals as they saw
fit has vanished by public demand. The public, particularly
consumers and animal activists, drive the dynamics of change
in how livestock and poultry are raised in the United States.
Sustainable animal producers adopt husbandry practices and
housing facilities that are acceptable to the public. However,
there can be discrepancies between public perception and the
actual welfare conditions of production systems that are often

considered more sustainable or welfare-friendly than others.

This Extension bulletin provides an understanding of
sustainable animal welfare, why science is the foundation of on
-farm animal welfare assessments, and why the growing
number of cage-free and organic poultry farms require
additional care and management to maintain sustainable animal

welfare.

T i

1

Animal Welfare Assessments Assure
Consumers that Production Systems Follow
Industry Standards

Animal welfare can be defined as “the quality of life as
perceived by the animal” (Bracke and Hopster, 2006). Animal
welfare assessments provide the public with assurance that the
food products they consume come from production systems
where the animals are monitored and evaluated according to a
producer organization’s published standards. On-farm animal
welfare assessments are centered on maintaining compliance
with standards for raising animals (Weimer et al., 2018) by
evaluating the impacts of resource and animal management
practices on the health and emotions of the animals. For
poultry, animal welfare guidelines are published by the
National Chicken Council (NCC), National Turkey Federation
(NTF), and United Egg Producers (UEP).

The specifications within each animal assessment criteria are
science-based and are regularly reviewed and updated
according to recommendations from animal welfare science
experts. The results from research assessing and validating
applications for advanced technologies and practices for
improving animal housing, husbandry, transport, and slaughter
are incorporated into welfare assessment criteria. Animal
welfare assessment criteria are categorized within the areas of
recordkeeping, caretaker training, nutrition, emergency
response, and most important to this bulletin, housing facilities

and animal health and behavior.

The remainder of this bulletin will focus on the increasing
market share of poultry products from chickens raised in two
alternative poultry systems--cage-free (laying hens) and

organic outdoor-access (laying hens and broilers)--and
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important considerations for managing animal husbandry and

welfare within each housing system.

More U.S. States, Retailers, and Restaurants are
Going Cage-Free

The negative public perception and media attention on the
welfare of laying hens raised in conventional (battery) cage
housing has led some egg producers to shift from conventional
to alternative cage-free housing. Currently, 76% of the eggs
produced in the U.S. come from laying hens raised in
conventional housing, while 24% are produced in alternative
cage-free (18%) or organic (6%) housing (UEP, 2020a).

Public demand for cage-free eggs has already led to several
large-scale chain restaurants, such as Starbucks, Wendy’s,
Subway, and Burger King, to exclusively serve cage-free eggs
to their customers. Walmart and McDonald’s have announced
commitments to source 100% cage-free eggs by 2025
(Walmart, 2016, McDonald’s, 2019). The production and sales

of eggs from hens raised in conventional cages are banned in

California and Massachusetts and will be banned in
Washington and Oregon by 2024 and in Arizona, Michigan,
and Colorado by 2025. However, cage-free housing facilities
are less controllable and require more management, so
knowledge and technical skills are crucial in managing welfare

issues.
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Cage-Free Housing Designs Should be Carefully
Considered

Conventionally housed laying hens are raised in groups of 6-7
hens in cages that are stacked together in rows. Alternative,
cage-free housing facilities provide more space per hen, allow
hens to roam vertically and horizontally, and are equipped with
environmental enrichments for hens to express natural
behaviors such as perching, scratching, and dust bathing. For
more information on the housing details of conventional and
cage-free facilities, visit the UEP website (UEP, 2020b).

Compared to alternative systems, conventional laying hen
systems house hens in smaller groups, with less space
allowance, and do not have enrichments for hens to express
natural behaviors. However, they are easier to clean and
manage individual hen health. Cage-free and outdoor housing
facilities have more space and enrichments, yet may cause
health concerns by increasing the incidences of infection,
injury, and mortality. Depending on skeletal integrity, keel
bone damage can occur when laying hens fall or collide while
navigating horizontally or vertically within the housing
facilities, especially in cage-free aviaries (Stratmann et al.,
2015, Figure 1). While much progress has been made in the
past few years, there is still a need for more research to identify

the most suitable housing for laying hens.

’ . Figure 1. Cage-free aviary
el allows hens to roam

vertically and horizontally.

Source: The New York
Times article “Eggs that

y Clear the Cages, but Maybe
, Not the Conscience posted
online on 16 July 2016.
Accessed 25 June 2020 at

https./
www.nytimes.com/2016/07/

17/business/eqqgs-that-clear

-the-cages-but-maybe-not-

the-conscience.html
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In Table 1, the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) illustrates the advantages and disadvantages of conventional,

cage-free, and outdoor housing facilities on key indicators of laying hen welfare.

Indicators

Mortality (%)

Mortality from feather pecking and
cannibalism

Bone strength and fractures
Exposure to disease vectors (e.g., wild
birds)

Internal parasites (e.g., coccidia,
roundworms)

External parasites

Bumblefoot

Feather loss

Hen hysteria and piling/smothering
Risk of predation

Level of egg production and cleanliness
Use of nest boxes

Use of perches

Foraging behavior

Dustbathing behavior

Air quality (e.q., dust, ammonia)

§ = Recent unpublished data indicate lower mortality may be achievable in large furnished cages
t = Reduced bone strength, fractures when birds are caught
= = bones stronger from perch use but increased incidence of deformation of the keel

¥ = More fractures during lay despite stronger bones

¥ = Variable, depending on whether loose litter is dispensed; litter presents challenges for maintaining air quality

How well welfare measures are met:

Insuff Data

Table 1. Advantages and disadvantages of conventional cage, furnished cage, non-cage, and outdoor systems on key laying

hen welfare indicators.

Source: American Veterinary Medical Association summary of the Laywel Final Report (https://www.avma.org/resources/animal-
health-welfare/avma-issues-comparison-cage-and-non-cage-systems-housing-laying-hens)

Organic Poultry Production Systems Require
More Management

The growth of the organic food market continues to increase and
poultry is one of the top-selling organic products. From 2017 to
2018, revenue from organic sales increased 7% for eggs and
11% for fresh chicken sales (Nielsen, 2018). USDA-certified

organic animal production is often grouped in with

sustainability, which may lead consumers to think that animals

raised organically automatically have better welfare.
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The USDA’s National Organic Program (NOP) husbandry

practices focus on housing systems that provide outdoor

access, to promote natural behaviors, restricted use of
antibiotics and vaccines for preventative health management,
and organic feed (Fanatico et al., 2009). While many organic
poultry systems allow opportunities to maintain higher welfare
standards, maintaining good health and welfare on organic
poultry farms can be challenging. This means that that, just like
cage-free laying hen housing systems, husbandry knowledge
and technical skills are essential to prevent and correct animal

welfare issues.
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In a review written by Van De Weerd and colleagues (2009),
the key health-related welfare issues in organic poultry

production are summarized into three major challenges:
1. Management of birds in outdoor systems:

Laying hens and broilers raised under the NOP must have
access to the outdoors (Figure 2). Chickens may brood entirely
indoors until they are 4 weeks old. The NOP does not currently
specify indoor or outdoor space requirements. Outdoor access
exposes poultry to additional sources of disease and predation

and can increase incidence of infection, injury, and mortality.

2. Limited use of conventional preventative medication for

vaccination and disease treatment:

No antibiotics or ionophores (non-human antibiotics) can be
administered to organic poultry. The largest issue facing the
organic broiler and turkey industry is related to intestinal
health; more specifically, the prevention and control of
coccidiosis and necrotic enteritis. The NOP mandates that
antibiotics must be administered to sick birds but antibiotic-
treated birds cannot be sold as organic and must be diverted to
nonorganic markets. Some organic poultry producers do not
have access to nonorganic markets and may withhold the

treatment of sick birds.

3. Quality and
availability of organic
feed:

Organic feed is 2-3
times the cost of non-
organic feed because
organic feed
ingredients are limited
in supply. The nutrient
content and quality of
feed ingredients can
vary and synthetic
amino acids are
prohibited (except a
limited amount
synthetic methionine is 2¢¢€SS fo oufdoors.
allowed) in poultry

diets. An inconsistent
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do not meet poultry energy and protein requirements could lead
to higher incidence of metabolic diseases in organic poultry
flocks.

Sustainable Animal Welfare is Key

Public perception, consumer preferences, and affordability will
shape the evolution of the animal poultry industry and animal
welfare commitments. Incorporating more science-based
indicators of animal welfare into animal welfare assurance
programs will be a key to the future sustainability of the
poultry industry. Animal welfare assessments are criteria for
measuring the sustainability of poultry production because the
public will not accept poultry products from systems that cause
poor welfare (Broom, 2011). Independent of public demands, it
is the corporate responsibility of the poultry industry to assure
their birds are raised according to high welfare standards.
Animal welfare is essential to the sustainability of the poultry
industry because healthy animals will provide consumers with

healthy chicken and eggs.
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Figure 2. Laying hens and broilers raised under USDA’s National Organic Program must have

Source: The Poultry Site article “Pastured poultry farming: soil health and sustainability” written by Georgina
Starmer and posted online on 5 June 2019. Accessed on 24 June 2020 at https.//thepoultrysite.com/articles/
pastured-poultry-farming-soil-health-and-sustainability

supply of nutrients that
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