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I. Broiler Breeders 



CAWA 
Wageningen Centre for Animal Welfare and Adaptation  

This presentation: 

Â Broiler breeders 

¸Housing 

¸management 

¸Production 

¸Welfare and health: two examples of welfare issues 

¸Concluding remarks 
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Broiler breeders 

Â ± 75 million birds in Europe 

ÂMajority standard (fast growing) genotype 

ÂDwarf parental females estimated at 18-20% of 

EU population (EFSA, 2010) 

¸Conventional dwarf breeders 

¸Slow growing/alternative dwarf breeders 

Â Largest producing countries: France, UK, Poland, 

Spain, Italy, Germany, Netherlands 
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Slow growing/alternative dwarf parental female with 

conventional breeder male 

Picture provided by Hubbard Breeders 
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Housing and management 

Â Very uniform housing systems in Europe for 

rearing and production 

¸Biosecurity and disease control 

¸Mobility/high body weight of the birds 

 

Â Separate rearing and production farms 
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Management goals 

ÂRearing 

¸ To provide birds of ideal weight, condition and stage of 

sexual maturity as they enter the production house 

 

Â Production 

¸Maximising the production of fertile eggs 

¸Maintaining health status of the flock 

¸Continued but slow increase in body weight 
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Rearing houses 
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Other types of rearing houses 

ÂOpen sided houses (Eastern Europe) 

ÂCage rearing (Poland), very small number of 

farms in Europe 
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Laying houses 
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Other types of laying houses 

ÂOpen sided houses (Italy, France, Spain, Eastern 

Europe) 

ÂMulti-tier colony cages (Netherlands, Germany) 

 

 

 

 

ÂConventional cages with artificial insemination 

(southern Europe and Poland, 1-2%) 
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Open-sided houses (Italy) 

Pictures provided by Hubbard Breeders 
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Organic breeders in veranda system (UK) 

Pictures provided by Hubbard breeders 
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Open sided house (USA) 

Pictures provided by Hubbard breeders 
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Mutilations 

ÂGenerally applied, although not in all European 

countries 

¸Males and females: beak trimming 

¸Males: detoeing and despurring (breed dependent) 

 

Â To prevent damage due to feather pecking and 

mating  



CAWA 
Wageningen Centre for Animal Welfare and Adaptation  

Stocking densities 

ÂRearing 

¸Males: 4-8 birds/m2 

¸ Females: 7-10 birds/m2, alternative breeds 9-10 

hens/m2 

 

Â Production 

¸ 5-8,5 birds/m2 
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Feed and feeding 

Â Feed restriction applied, especially during rearing but also 

in production 

Â Separate feeding programs for males and females 

Â Skip-a-day feeding commonly applied in Europe but not 

allowed in all countries 

 

Â Slow growing/alternative dwarf females are not fed 

restricted, conventional dwarf females are much less 

restricted as compared to standard breeder females 
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Water 

Â Limited water access, around feeding or several 

occasions during the day 

Â To prevent spilling and over-drinking 
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Production 

Â Natural mating in Europe 

Â Maturation of males and females important: equally 

mature 

Â 8-11% males at placement 

Â Decreases to 7-9,5% males at 23 weeks of age 

Â Peak production at 30 weeks of age 

Â Spiking of males 

Â Slow growing birds have higher productivity as compared 

to standard fast growing lines 
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Welfare 

ÂWelfare issues 

¸ Feed restriction (rearing) 

¸Mutilations 

¸Aggressive or rough mating behaviour 

¸Enrichment 



Feed restriction and welfare: the problem  

selection on growth and feed efficiency 

high feed consumption 

overweight, lameness, premature death 

poor laying performance, poor fertility 

reduced welfare 

feed restriction during 

rearing/laying 

optimal 

reproduction 

and health 

reduced welfare 

hunger 



Behaviour in commercially restricted and ad lib fed broiler breeders 
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Rough mating behaviour 

Â Broiler breeder males behave aggressively towards 

females before or during mating (pecking, chasing 

females and forcing copulations) 

Â Males showed little courtship behaviour preceding a 

copulation 

Â Majority of the copulations forced (without crouching of 

the hen) 

Â Majority of the copulations failed 

 

(e.g. Jones, 2000, 2001; Millmann et al., 2000a,b, 2002) 



Data of 8 Dutch commercial farms: 

Age % successful 

copulations 

% forced 

copulations 

20 6.8 ± 3.9 100 

22 20.1 ± 6.0 81.9 ± 13.6 

24 34.0 ± 5.3 86.1 ± 6.8 

26 43.9 ± 6.7 93.6 ± 3.8 

28 32.4 ± 8.2 87.8 ± 8.2 

De Jong et al., 2009 



Example: effect of stocking density on percentage of matings 

preceded by courtship behaviour 

Age (weeks) 

Reduced stocking 

density in production 

Standard stocking 

density in production 

De Jong et al., 2011, 

in prep. 
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Health 

Â Bio security, disease control and hygiene 

essential 

Â Vaccination applied at regular intervals 

ÂMortality 

¸ Females, rearing: 3-7% 

¸ Females and males, production: 10-13% (Collett, 2009) 

¸Alternative breeds: lower mortality (females: rearing 

5%, production 6-7%) (EFSA, 2010) 
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Conclusions 

Â Majority of broiler breeders in Europe is of a standard, fast 

growing genotype 

Â Weight management and high health status important  

Â Very uniform housing systems in Europe: floor systems in 

rearing, partially slatted floors in production 

¸ Small percentage of birds in cages 

¸ Open sided houses mainly in East and South Europe 

Â Major welfare issues: feed restriction, mating behaviour 
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Thank you for your attention 
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