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A Brief History of Broiler
Chickens

Before the 1950s, chicken meat was
infrequently eaten in the UK, and the same
varieties of birds were bred for both meat and
egg production. But, following World War Two,
‘broiler’ chickens were introduced from the
USA for the sole purpose of being raised for
meat. These birds were selectively bred to be
fast growing, reaching slaughter weight much
sooner than traditional chicken breeds, and
their meat was considered more tender and
easier to cook. The de-rationing of chicken-
feed at this time also prompted a huge
increase in chicken farming in the UK and
growth continued over the following decades.!

Today, more broiler chickens are reared and
slaughtered in this country than any other
farmed animal, apart from fish.2 More than
850 million chickens are killed for their meat
in the UK each year;3 that’s around 27 every
second.

Broiler Sheds

More than 90 per cent of all the chickens
reared for meat in the UK will spend their
entire lives inside a broiler shed.* These

huge, featureless buildings can house up to
50,000 birds at a time® and have automated
machines that control the amount of food and

4.8

water that the chickens receive, as well as the
temperature, humidity and lighting levels. With
so many machines and chickens in one place,
broiler sheds are extremely noisy, giving the
birds little chance to rest.

Chicks are usually put into the sheds at just
a day or two old, having been incubated in a
hatchery. After just six weeks many of them
will be slaughtered, having lived for just a tiny
fraction of their natural lifespan of more than
six years.® They will never see their mothers
or natural daylight and they will never feel the
wind through their feathers or get the chance
to dust bathe.

The maximum ‘stocking density’ (the amount
of birds permitted in a given space) for
intensive broiler sheds is 34kg per square
metre.” This amounts to about 15 birds per
square metre, based on average liveweights
at slaughter.8 In the last days of their lives,
therefore, broiler shed chickens are more
crowded together than caged egg-laying
hens.? Such high stocking densities have been
proven to cause stress and to be detrimental
to their welfare.’© The crowding also prevents
them from exhibiting many of their natural
behaviours and from interacting with one
another normally. It also restricts their access
to food and water.
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Health Problems

Broiler chickens are selectively bred to grow
abnormally quickly so that they can reach
slaughter weight much sooner. Such rapid
growth puts a huge strain on their bones, as
they try to carry an adult’s weight on a chick’s
skeleton. Consequent health problems include
bone deformities, damage to cartilage and
joints, and bone fractures, particularly in their
feet and legs.!! For as many as 27 per cent
who experience poor mobility,'2 reaching food
and water can be difficult, or even impossible.
The rapid growth rate of modern broiler
chickens also puts a huge strain on their
hearts and lungs, leaving the birds highly
susceptible to heart failure.'3

The litter on which the chickens spend their
lives often goes unchanged until the birds

are taken to slaughter. Over time it becomes
contaminated with droppings, which can
cause burns to the feet and skin — known

as hock burns. It also leads to the release

of ammonia that irritates their eyes and
respiratory systems, leaving the chickens more
susceptible to bacterial infection. 14

The warm, crowded and dirty sheds provide
an environment that is highly conducive to the
spread of contagious diseases'® and have
been linked to the rise in both salmonella’® and
avian flu.™®

Broiler Breeders

The rapid growth of broiler chickens, and their
huge appetites required to fuel that growth,
has even greater consequences for the

birds used for breeding purposes. To ensure
they live long enough to reach reproductive
age, the diet of breeding broilers is highly
restricted so that they do not become obese
and develop many of the health problems
mentioned above.” However, this often results
in the birds suffering from hunger stress.1®

Free range, Freedom Food and
Organic

Free range chickens may only have daytime
access to the outside for as little as half their
lives. They often spend long periods inside

sheds where stocking densities can be as
high as 13 birds per square metre,'® which

is little better than standard broiler sheds.

This crowding makes it difficult for many to
get to the ‘pop holes’ that permit access to
the outside. One study of 800,000 free range
broiler chickens found that only 15 per cent of
the birds could be found outside at any one
time.20

Under the Freedom Food scheme, farmers
must rear slower-growing varieties of chickens,
which helps to ensure the birds suffer from
fewer physiological problems, and they

must be exposed to natural light as much

as possible. However, chickens may be

kept permanently inside and have maximum
stocking densities that can be just as high as
conventional broiler sheds.?

Under EU organic regulations, it is
recommended that slow-growing varieties

of chicken be reared, but this is not a legal
requirement. Conventional broiler varieties
must not be slaughtered at less than 81 days
old, meaning they live almost twice as long
as intensively farmed birds, but still a far cry
from their natural lifespan. There is no such
minimum slaughter age for slow-growing
breeds. Organic chickens must also have
access to the outside, as with free range
schemes, but this can be for as little as a third
of their lifetime.22

Catching, Stunning and
Slaughter

In order to transport the chickens to a
slaughterhouse, farmers usually employ teams
of ‘catchers’ — who typically grab the birds

by their feet and wings and thrust them into
drawers or crates to be loaded on to trucks

— or they may use large machines that sweep
chickens up automatically. Both methods
entail a high risk of stress, injury and even
death to the chickens, especially being caught
by hand, which has been associated with a
higher rate of leg injuries, including bruising,
dislocations and bone breakages.23
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After travelling in crowded crates in the back
of a truck to the slaughterhouse — which
could be hundreds of miles away — the
chickens are usually suspended upside-
down by the feet in metal shackles, still fully
conscious. Poultry are currently the only
animals who can be shackled by their feet
before stunning. Given that many of the birds
will have broken legs, this process causes
significant pain and distress.

The most common method of stunning
broiler chickens is to dip either their

heads or their whole bodies into electrified
water.24 This should cause them to become
unconscious. However, the stunning is
sometimes ineffective as they are not
sufficiently immersed in the water. Even the
very best electrical stunning systems result in
at least four per cent of chickens not being
rendered fully unconscious.?®> Other methods
of stunning, such as the use of carbon
dioxide or other gases, have been shown to
be more effective and require less stressful
handling of the birds,26 but according to a
2011 survey by the Food Standards Agency,
only 13 per cent of UK slaughterhouses use
gas stunning.2”

Slaughter is most often carried out by an
automated machine that cuts the chickens’
throats.26 If the machine is not properly
maintained or where some birds are a
different size or shape to the rest of the
flock, then they may not be killed outright.
The automation of stunning and slaughter
is simply to allow more chickens to be killed
quicker to fulfil the huge demand for meat
and increase profits, not to minimise suffering
for the birds.
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