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FOREWORD

We human beings had better hope that we will not be judged in the next world 
– if there is one – for our treatment of other species in this one.

It is an honour to be asked by Voiceless to endorse this report on our treatment 
of one of those species.

I recall arguments I had when, as a young Minister for the Environment, I sponsored 
legislation to ban the taking of dolphins from the ocean to be kept for human 
amusement in the pools of oceanariums.

The case had nothing to do with whether dolphins were “intelligent”. It had to do with 
their capacity for suff ering. There was no argument about that. Marine mammals that 
can swim and dive the distances that dolphins can, suff er cruelly if confi ned. And that 
became the case against taking them from the wild.

This exposé is based on the proposition that chickens suff er. Their suff ering can be reduced.

I congratulate Voiceless.

I urge you to read the report and to join the campaign.

Bob Carr
Former Premier of New South Wales 
March 1995 to August 2005
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PREFACE

A sea of yellow stood before us as we slid open the heavy shed door. The smell 
was so overpowering that hands instinctively went up to cover our mouths and noses. 
Squinting in the low light, we tried to make out where the shed ended; the tunnel was 
so long it appeared to be an optical illusion.

Fifty thousand day-old chicks busied themselves. Some lay resting in a curled up 
position. Others pecked at feed stations or sought water from automated drips. It was 
hard to remember that each one of these animals was a living, feeling, sentient being: 
they were in such mass quantity, so impersonalised.

Holding one small soft body, its little heart pounding in the palm of our hands, 
it suddenly became much clearer.

This little chick will never in its whole life go outdoors, see the sun, feel the wind, roost 
in a tree, run from the rain, dust-bathe or scratch for worms in the earth. It will never 
fi nd a mate or protect its young. This little chick will know only regimes of artifi cial 
light, controlled temperatures and processed food. It will spend its life standing and 
sitting in a litter comprised partially of its own faeces. It will grow larger and faster 
than its legs may comfortably allow. Packed in with tens of thousands of others, this 
little chick will be subjected to a stocking density that allocates it a measly A4 size 
area. Its whole life will last little more than a month.

Scientists research, debate and disagree about how to assess an animal’s pain and 
suff ering. What does it mean to an animal to be deprived of a natural life outdoors? 
Does it suff er? Does it know what it is missing?

Animal welfare research is slowly progressing in terms of assessing suff ering. In the 
meantime, let’s examine what we already know. We know that chickens can suff er. 
We know they feel pain. We know they have strong relationships and that powerful 
bonds are formed between mothers and chicks. We hear that when an animal is taken 
from an environment of deprivation and released into a natural one, many common 
behaviours that were previously denied, reappear.

At the end of the day, is this argument about scientifi c proof or a question of philosophy, 
morality and ethics? We must all ask ourselves this question. Do we have the right to 
take a sentient animal and deprive it of most of its natural behaviours for the sake of our 
culinary pleasure and industry profi t? Do we feel proud living in a society that so clearly 
disregards the welfare of the weak and the voiceless?

Voiceless shares the heart-felt belief of a growing number of Australians that the 
factory farming of animals is indefensible. Animals must be treated with respect and 
compassion. Why? Simply because we have a moral responsibility to those beings 
who are defenceless against our power. They are not objects purely for our utility.

Australia is considered to be a kind and compassionate society. However, we are 
shamefully lagging behind international animal welfare reforms. Our legislation 
and policies primarily serve to entrench animal suff ering in law, protecting powerful 
industries rather than defending animals. In years to come, when we look into the eyes 
of our children and grandchildren, how will we defend the actions of our generation? 
Will we plead ignorance or admit guilt?

Reform must be demanded from our politicians and corporations. We all have a 
responsibility for the lives of these animals. In the name of the hundreds of millions 
of birds confi ned for life, we urge you to act now.

Brian Sherman AM and Ondine Sherman
Directors and Co-founders
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY1

CHICKENS –SOCIAL AND 
EMOTIONAL ANIMALS

• Chickens are sentient beings 

who can experience similar 

emotional states to human 

beings including fear, anxiety, 

frustration, boredom, pleasure 

and enjoyment. Like humans, 

they feel physical pain and 

their nervous system is similar 

to mammals in its complexity.

•  In their natural environment:

– chickens live in complex 

social hierarchies and 

communicate using sound 

variations, postures and 

visual displays;

– hens form strong bonds 

with their chicks, helping them 

learn which foods to eat, where 

to roost and protecting them 

from danger with specifi c 

alarm calls which enable 

them to determine whether 

predators are travelling by 

land or sky; 

– chickens live for fi ve to 

seven years, but in factory 

farms, they may be slaughtered 

after 35 days.

• According to a leading 

Australian ethologist, Professor 

Lesley Rogers, the cognitive 

abilities of the chicken have 

been vastly underestimated 

and the domestic chicken is the 

‘avian species most exploited 

and least respected’. 

IF CHICKENS ARE 
PROTECTED BY LAW, WHY 
ARE THEY HURTING?

• Many of the cruelties 

infl icted upon chickens in 

factory farms are facilitated by 

Australia’s State and Territory 

animal welfare laws and its 

Model Code of Practice for the 

Welfare of Animals – Domestic 

Poultry.

• Current laws allow millions 

of chickens to live their short 

lives in factory farms on the 

assumption that permanent 

confi nement is justifi able, 

reasonable and necessary 

to secure ongoing industry 

profi ts.

• The plight of meat chickens 

has not received widespread 

coverage in Australia. 

THE FACTORY FARM 
– DEPRIVATION AND 
DESIGNER DEFORMITIES

• Factory farming is defi ned 

as ‘a system of raising animals, 

using intensive ‘production 

line’ methods that maximise 

the amount of meat produced, 

while minimising costs.’ 

(Industrial Animal Agriculture; 

the next global health crisis, 

WSPA (2005))

• Factory farms arguably 

cause the most suff ering to 

the largest number of animals. 

• Chickens used in meat 

production are bred specifi cally 

for that purpose and are not 

the same breed as egg-laying 

chickens.

• The past 50 years has seen a 

15,000% increase in Australian 

chicken meat production, from 

three million to 470 million 

chickens per year. 

•  In Australian factory farms:

– Current stocking densities 

allocate chickens less fl oor 

space than an A4 page to 

call their own. 

– Up to 60,000 chickens may 

be housed in one shed.

– Permanent confi nement 

may compromise animal 

welfare by preventing chickens 

from experiencing positive 

activities crucial to their 

welfare such as roosting, 

perching and foraging 

outdoors. 

– High stocking density 

may lead to elevated levels 

of ammonia which can cause 

substantial pain and suff ering 

in chickens.

– Regimes of artifi cial light, 

used to increase productivity, 

can cause stress, disease and 

sleep deprivation. 

– Selective breeding 

of chickens has created 

generations of birds with 

unnaturally high growth rates 

who can now be ready for 

slaughter in only 35 days.

– Antibiotics are administered 

directly and indirectly to chickens, 

to prevent and treat disease.

– The common industry 

practice of withholding 

food from chickens used 

for breeding can leave 

them stressed, anxious 

and chronically hungry. 

– The catching process can 

be extremely stressful. Live 

chickens are bundled in each 

hand (up to fi ve at a time 

depending on their weight) 

before being packed into 

transport containers.
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THE REAL MEAL DEAL

• Supermarkets, Producers of 

Chicken Meat and Fast Food 

Chains use clever marketing 

techniques such as confusing 

images and ambiguous 

language that encourage 

consumers to disassociate 

animals from food. 

• The lack of mandatory 

labelling of chicken meat 

products (by production 

system) can be confusing 

for consumers. 

• The majority of chicken meat 

is sourced from factory farms 

which means that if a label 

does not state the farming 

method used, it is likely that 

the chicken has been raised 

in a factory farm.

• Chickens labelled ‘barn-

fresh’, ‘grain fed’, ‘hormone 

free’, and ‘100% natural’ are 

likely to be sourced from 

factory farms.

• Alternatives to factory farmed 

chicken exist, including certifi ed 

free-range and organic.

• Commercials made by fast 

food companies rarely mention 

the actual animals used to create 

the end product and instead 

divert consumers’ attention with 

prize giveaways, meal deals or 

cartoon characters.

• If consumers want to make 

ethical decisions about what 

they eat, they need to be given 

adequate information about 

how the chicken they eat has 

been raised. 

AUSTRALIA – SHAMEFULLY 
BEHIND INTERNATIONAL 
REFORMS

• Internationally, consumers 

are learning about the suff ering 

of animals in factory farms. 

This has led to a consumer 

outcry and calls for farm 

animal law reform. 

• Europe is leading the way 

with the United Kingdom, 

Sweden, Denmark and Norway 

all taking steps to ensure better 

conditions for chickens raised 

for meat in factory farms.

• In 2007, the European 

Union agreed to a Council 

Directive which set minimum 

standards for the protection of 

meat chickens. This Directive 

constitutes an attempt to 

address some of the worst 

aspects of factory farming 

which continue unabated in 

Australia.

• Consumers can be a powerful 

force for change, as evidenced 

by the United Kingdom, where 

consumers are increasingly 

choosing to purchase certifi ed 

free-range or organic chicken 

as opposed to factory farmed 

chicken. 

• Globally, supermarkets are 

expanding their product lines 

to include free-range chicken 

options. This demand-led 

revolution is beginning to 

take eff ect in Australia.

TAX-PAYER DOLLARS 
FUNDING THE CHICKEN 
INDUSTRY

• Each year, millions of 

Australian tax-payers’ dollars 

fl ow to the chicken meat 

industry to subsidise the 

practices that go on in 

factory farms. 

• Funds come from joint 

Government and industry 

programs, direct grants and 

via agricultural assistance 

programs.

CHICKEN STOCK: THREE 
COMPANIES SUPPLY 80% 
OF AUSTRALIA’S MEAT 
CHICKENS

• The industrialisation 

of chicken meat farming 

has resulted in a dramatic 

reduction in ‘family-run’ farms 

and the emergence of three big 

players: Inghams Enterprises, 

Bartter Holdings (Steggles) 

and Baiada Poultry.

• One of the three biggest 

players, Baiada Poultry, 

slaughters more than 2.4 

million chickens per week.

• The process of growing 

meat chickens is generally 

contracted out to ‘grow-out 

farmers’ who raise the chickens 

from day-old chicks then 

sell them back to the large 

processors for about 52 -55 

cents each.

• Chickens are raised for 

meat in factory farms situated 

across most of Australia. 

New South Wales and Victoria 

are the biggest chicken meat 

producers. 

• Chicken meat is primarily 

sold domestically, with only 

a small percentage exported. 
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KEY POINTS

• Chickens are sentient beings who can 
experience similar emotional states to human 
beings including fear, anxiety, frustration, 
boredom, pleasure and enjoyment. Like 
humans, they feel physical pain and their 
nervous system is similar to mammals in its 
complexity.

• In their natural environment:

–  chickens live in complex social hierarchies 
and communicate using sound variations, 
postures and visual displays;

–  hens form strong bonds with their chicks, 
helping them learn which foods to eat, where 
to roost and protecting them from danger 
with specifi c alarm calls which enable them to 
determine whether predators are travelling 
by land or sky; 

–  chickens live for fi ve to seven years, but in 
factory farms, they may be slaughtered after 
35 days.

• According to a leading Australian ethologist, 
Professor Lesley Rogers, the cognitive 
abilities of the chicken have been vastly 
underestimated and the domestic chicken is 
the ‘avian species most exploited and least 
respected’. 

01

CHICKENS – SMART, SOCIAL 
AND EMOTIONAL ANIMALS.
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1.1  While Australia claims to be a nation of animal 
lovers, few of us have had the opportunity to spend 
time observing or interacting with chickens. If we 
did, we would discover what science has shown and 
what some of us already consider commonsense: 
that chickens are sentient beings for whom pain, 
pleasure and quality of life matters.

1.2  Like humans, chickens have the ability to feel 
physical pain. Their nervous system is similar 
to mammals in its complexity,2 which means 
that chickens may suff er gross harm due to the 
practices and procedures described later in this 
Report, associated with factory farming. Chickens 
also experience similar emotional states to humans, 
including fear, anxiety, frustration, boredom, 
pleasure and enjoyment.3 

1.3  Chickens are very social animals. In a natural 
environment, they may live with up to 30 others 
in well established social hierarchies.4 They spend 
much of their time foraging for food, scratching the 
earth with their claws and pecking anything edible 
with their beaks.5

1.4  Chickens are capable of complex cognition and 
can perform as well as humans in some problem-
solving tasks involving symbols.6 They are born 
with well-developed brains and from the time 
of hatching are able to make decisions and form 
memories.7 Chickens can also recognise more 
than 100 of their kind.8 They communicate using 
sound variations, postures and visual displays.9 

Flock mates play an active role in keeping the group 
together10 and help co-ordinate activities such as 
dust-bathing, foraging, resting and roosting.11

1.5  With this in mind, however, it is important 
to remember that greater intelligence does 
not necessarily lead to an increased capacity 
to suff er. In fact, one leading scientist has argued 
that ‘simpler’ animals may suff er more than those 
considered ‘complex’ due to the fact that they do 
not have suffi  cient coping mechanisms available 
to them.12

1.6  In a natural environment, female chickens, (also 
known as ‘hens’) go to considerable trouble when 
deciding where to build a nest. Some travel long 
distances through thick bush before choosing 
an appropriate site.13 They may also seek the 
assistance of males in the process.14 Once a site 
has been identifi ed, hens go through an elaborate 
nestbuilding exercise.15 This involves scratching 
a hole into the earth then carefully collecting loose 
material and depositing it around the hole until 
the nest is complete.16 Hens form strong bonds with 
their chicks, beginning their communication with 

their young prior to hatching.17 A mother will help 
her chicks to learn which foods to eat by giving a 
‘tidbitting call’ to alert her chicks to places where 
she is feeding.18 She will also teach her babies 
to roost on branches at night.19 Hens are fi ercely 
protective of their young20 and will protect them 
from danger with specifi c alarm calls which enable 
them to determine whether predators are travelling 
by land or sky.21

1.7  Chickens, who descend from the red jungle fowl of 
India and Southeast Asia,22 live naturally for about 
fi ve to seven years and weigh about one to two 
kilograms.23 Thousands of years ago they lived in 
dense vegetation, roosting at night in small groups 
and changing habitats according to the season and 
food availability.24 Many wild populations continue 
to inhabit forests and cultivated lands across India 
today.25

1.8  Despite generations of selective breeding or 
‘artifi cial selection’ aimed at changing chickens’ 
bodies, core physiological and emotional traits 
remain. For example, given the opportunity, 
chickens raised for meat will preen, run, jump 
and engage in behavioural repertoires such as 
ground-pecking, wing-fl apping, dust-bathing 
and vocalising.26

1.9  It is increasingly recognised that understanding 
the cognitive abilities of animals is essential to 
issues of animal welfare. Yet, some scientists 
believe that to date, there has not been suffi  cient 
research aimed at understanding the behavioural 
abilities of chickens.27

1.10  While new practices may be developed and 
implemented to improve welfare and productivity in 
intensive (factory) farms, one of Australia’s leading 
poultry ethologists, Professor Lesley Rogers, has 
noted that ‘even vastly improved intensive systems 
are unlikely to meet the cognitive demands of the 
hitherto underestimated chicken brain’.28 Professor 
Rogers goes on to state that the domestic chicken 
(or gallus gallus domesticus), ‘is indeed the avian 
species most exploited and least respected.’29
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KEY POINTS

• Factory farming is defi ned as ‘a system of 
raising animals, using intensive ‘production 
line’ methods that maximise the amount 
of meat produced, while minimising costs.’ 
(Industrial Animal Agriculture; the next global 
health crisis, WSPA (2005))

• Factory farms arguably cause the most 
suff ering to the largest number of animals. 

• Chickens used in meat production are bred 
specifi cally for that purpose and are not the 
same breed as egg-laying chickens.

• The past 50 years has seen a 15,000% 
increase in Australian chicken meat 
production, from three million to 470 million 
chickens per year. 

• In Australian factory farms:

–  Current stocking densities allocate chickens 
less fl oor space than an A4 page to call 
their own. 

–  Up to 60,000 chickens may be housed in 
one shed.

–  Permanent confi nement may compromise 
animal welfare by preventing chickens from 
experiencing positive activities crucial to 
their welfare such as roosting, perching and 
foraging outdoors. 

–  High stocking density may lead to elevated 
levels of ammonia which can cause 
substantial pain and suff ering in chickens.

–  Regimes of artifi cial light, used to increase 
productivity, can cause stress, disease and 
sleep deprivation. 

–  Selective breeding of chickens has created 
generations of birds with unnaturally high 
growth rates who can now be ready for 
slaughter in only 35 days.

–  Antibiotics are administered directly and 
indirectly to chickens, to prevent and treat 
disease.

–  The common industry practice of withholding 
food from chickens used for breeding can 
leave them stressed, anxious and chronically 
hungry. 

–  The catching process can be extremely 
stressful. Live chickens are bundled in each 
hand (up to fi ve at a time depending on their 
weight) before being packed into transport 
containers.

02

THE FACTORY FARM – 
DEPRIVATION AND DESIGNER 
DEFORMITIES
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2.1   Factory farming has been defi ned as: ‘a system of raising animals, using intensive 
‘production line’ methods that maximise the amount of meat produced, while 
minimising costs. Industrial animal agriculture is characterised by high stocking 
densities and/or close confi nement, forced growth rates, high mechanisation, and low 
labour requirements... Latterly, the term has been extended to include farming practices 
that involve the use of transgenetic farm animals.’30 

2.2   Of all animal industries, factory farming arguably causes the most suff ering 
to the largest number of animals. Within this context, it is chickens raised for 
meat, whose deprivation is of the greatest magnitude due to the sheer number 
of animals permanently confi ned indoors in intensive conditions. Renowned 
bioethicist, Professor David Morton has argued: ‘If chickens are able to suff er, 
ought we to be farming them in this way? Surely the production of broilers [meat 
chickens] constitutes a disregard for our obligation to avoid causing suff ering 
to intelligent animals whenever possible...’31

2.3   Chickens in Australia today are bred specifi cally for the purpose of either laying 
eggs or meat production. Diff erent breeds of birds with particular traits are used 
depending on their intended purpose. Below are some of the diff erences between 
the two:32

2.4   In the past 50 years the Australian chicken meat industry has undergone 
a massive transformation with the annual slaughter fi gure climbing from three 
million to about 470 million chickens per year.40 These fi gures represent 
a startling 15,000% increase in Australian chicken meat production.

2.5   The dramatic increase in chicken meat production has come about because 
Australians now eat more chicken than ever before.41 What was once a ‘special’ 
meal has become a staple fast food. The popularity of chicken appears to be 
linked to the fact that it is a relatively cheap meat which has become cheaper to 
purchase (compared to other meats) over time.42 In reality, low prices have come 
at a cost to each and every chicken who now lives out his or her short life in the 
barren conditions of a factory farm.

MEAT CHICKENS EGG-LAYING CHICKENS

Male and female chickens are raised to be eaten. Female egg laying chickens, called hens, are raised to 
lay eggs. Males are gassed or macerated (placed in a 
grinder) as day-old chicks.33 

Majority ‘roam free’ in large sheds with up to 60,000 
other chickens.34

Majority of hens kept caged in large sheds (4 to 20 
birds per cage).35

Also known as ‘broiler chickens’. Also known as ‘layer hens’.

Slaughtered for food at between 35-55 days.36 Hens are kept for 12-18 months, then slaughtered 
when no longer ‘productive’.37

470 million chickens slaughtered in 2006/07.38 More than 16 million hens are kept ‘in production’ at 
any one time.39
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2.6  In order to keep pace with increasing demand, the structure of Australia’s chicken 
meat industry has changed tremendously over the last few decades. The factory 
farming of chickens, like that of other ‘production animals’ such as pigs and 
cows, has led to the development of economies of scales in sentient beings. 
The corporations that own these animals, while claiming to be welfare friendly,43 
are ultimately providing ‘good enough welfare’ to keep their stock productive, 
disease-free and alive until slaughter. The ethics of using sentient beings as 
meat production machines is rarely considered.

2.7  The vast majority of chickens purchased in supermarkets and restaurants today 
are sourced from factory farms. The following are some features of factory farm 
production which chickens are likely to have endured before they are slaughtered.

2.8 PERMANENT CONFINEMENT IN CROWDED SHEDS

(a)  Factory farmed meat chickens are raised indoors in closed sheds44 designed to 
maximise productivity and minimise expenditure. Professor John Webster of the 
University of Bristol has described this production method as ‘in magnitude and 
severity, the single most severe systemic example of man’s inhumanity to another 
sentient animal’.45 An ‘average’ factory farm houses about 320,000 birds over 
eight sheds, though some larger sheds may house up to 60,000 birds.46 Under 
current laws, chickens are permitted to be stocked at a density of about 20 birds 
per square metre, depending on their body weight and the type of shed in which 
they are raised.47 In practice, this means that while they can theoretically roam 
throughout their shed, current stocking densities allocate chickens less fl oor 
space than an A4 page to call their own.48

(b)  The term ‘animal welfare’ includes positive experiences, not only the absence 
of negative ones.49 In this respect, permanent confi nement in sheds compromises 
animal welfare by limiting or preventing chickens from experiencing positive 
activities crucial to their welfare such as roosting, perching and foraging outdoors.50 
While they can dust-bathe and peck, they are denied the opportunity to do so in an 
outdoor environment.51 Studies of some factory farms have shown that the level of 
activity of chickens decreases with a rise in stocking density.52 High stocking density 
is often associated with: 

 (i)  Poor air quality arising from elevated levels of ammonia and dust particles. 
Ammonia odours tend to be generated by the breakdown of faecal matter53 
which accumulates in sheds in which chickens are kept.54 While ammonia 
levels vary based on shed design and management, exposure has been 
associated with substantial pain and deprivation due to:

  (A) reduced food intake, causing weight loss;
  (B) irritated mucous membranes, causing respiratory and eye diseases; and
  (C) reduced ability to carry out foraging, preening and resting behaviour.55

 (ii)  Poor litter quality, which can cause hock burns (characterised by black 
marks around the upper leg of the chicken),56 skin diseases such as footpad 
dermatitis and lameness;57 

 (iii)  Physical injury such as scratching and bruising caused by birds climbing 
over each other in an attempt to get to feeders while some are seeking to 
rest;58 and

 (iv)  Problems associated with high humidity and temperature changes, such 
as heat stress, leading to hyperventilation, panting and death.59

(c)  Chickens raised in factory farms are generally more anxious than birds raised 

‘the single most 
severe systemic 
example of man’s 
inhumanity
to another sentient 
animal’.
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outdoors or at low stocking densities. Fear in chickens may constitute a powerful 
emotional state leading to chronic stress or long periods of tonic immobility, 
known as catatonic states or freezing, where a chicken will remain rigid for 
an extended period of time.60

(d)  High stocking density has been rated by scientifi c experts and stakeholders 
in the Australian chicken meat industry as the key animal welfare issue.61 This 
constitutes an acknowledgment of the devastating impact that factory farming 
methods have on the quality of life of chickens. 

(e)  Furthermore, the chicken meat industry itself appears conscious of the problems 
associated with high stocking density. A recent NSW Farmers Association 
newsletter stated that due to animal welfare concerns, lower stocking densities 
would be desirable. However, the newsletter reported an industry reluctance to 
openly discuss or debate the issue given that it would attract unwanted attention 
from animal protection organisations.62

2.9 EXPOSURE TO ARTIFICIAL LIGHTING REGIMES

(a)  Factory farms use artifi cial lighting to increase feeding time and to control the 
productivity of meat chickens.63 Lighting programs are also used to aff ect growth 
rate, body weight, movement, mortality and susceptibility to metabolic diseases 
or circulatory problems.64 Lower lighting intensity may be introduced as a tool 
to control aggression resulting from high stocking density.65 

(b)  Chickens raised in regimes of artifi cial light suff er because they rarely, if ever, 
have the opportunity to experience natural sunlight and darkness. They live in 
an artifi cial world of fl uorescent and muted light, which distorts their normal 
sleeping and feeding patterns. Many show signs of stress when exposed to light 
for continuous periods.66 These practices clearly have detrimental eff ects on their 
welfare and may increase the prevalence of lameness, skin diseases, and even eye 
disorders at very low levels of light.67

(c)  The use of artifi cial lighting regimes in conjunction with breeding, stocking 
densities, poor ventilation and poor litter management has been associated with 
the onset of substantial pain in some chickens arising from a condition known as 
‘contact dermatitis’. This condition takes the form of ulcerative skin lesions that 
aff ect the feet, hock joint and breast of the chicken.68

2.10  SELECTIVE BREEDING AND FAST GROWTH

(a)  Chickens raised for meat today reach market weight much faster than their 
counterparts 30 years ago. In fact since 1975, the time it takes to reach ‘processing 
size’ across the Australian industry has decreased from 64 to 35 days.69 Contrary 
to popular thought, these ‘unnatural’ increases in chicken growth rates are not due 
to the use of hormones. Instead they are the product of selective breeding over 
many generations, a process designed to transform chickens into fast-growing, 
feed-conversion machines. Selective breeding has focused on responding to 
consumer-demand for large quantities of breast meat.

(b)  Chickens today are marketed by breeding companies in the same way one 
might advertise a mobile phone or a car. For example, some of the main ‘hybrids’ 
of chicken used in Australia such as the Cobb 500 and Ross 308 are derived 
from stock imported from the United States and the United Kingdom.70 
Their developer-breeders boast that their research has resulted in products 
(ie chickens) characterised  by superior ‘performance, quality and welfare’ or 
‘bottom line returns’.71

High stocking density 
has been rated by 
scientifi c experts and 
stakeholders in the 
Australian chicken 
meat industry as the 
key animal welfare 
issue.
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the chickens’ feed and water.82

(b)  As bacterial infections have the potential to 
inhibit the growth of birds, use of antibiotics has 
the ‘incidental’ benefi t for producers of maximising 
chicken growth.83 While industry maintains that 
antibiotic residue in chicken meat is insuffi  cient 
to harm humans, considerable research and 
development has been devoted towards phasing 
out antibiotic use.84 In 1999, the Joint Expert 
Advisory Committee on Antibiotic Resistance 
(JETACAR) found qualitative evidence that 
antibiotics given to animals ‘leads to resistant 
bacteria and that these bacteria or their genes 
are passed on to humans, principally via the 
food chain’.85 Arguably, these fi ndings and the 
considerable research conducted since the 
JETACAR report was released, demonstrates that 
many consider antibiotic use to be problematic. 

2.12  CHRONIC HUNGER

(a)  In addition to the millions of chickens grown and 
bred for meat, some chickens are raised specifi cally 
as ‘breeders’. Their sole purpose is to lay eggs 
that will hatch to become the meat chickens that 
Australians eat.86 To increase their productivity 
and minimise certain health problems, ‘breeding’ 
birds are often fed restricted diets which means 
they are chronically hungry.87 This practice, which is 
known as ‘skip-a-day feeding’, has fl ow-on eff ects 
including over-drinking, excess consumption of 
litter and related infections.88 The withholding of food 
causes boredom and frustration as demonstrated 
by foraging, spot-pecking of walls, hyperactivity 
and other stereotypical behaviours.89

(b)  Stereotypical behaviours are scientifi cally 
recognised as an indicator of stress and anxiety. 
These behaviours, which are not limited to chickens 
used for breeding, are also caused by the inability 
of the factory farm environment to meet the 
intellectual needs of chickens.90 Skip-a-day feeding 
has also been associated with behavioural changes 
in chickens including increased aggression in males 
and fear in females.91

2.13 THE TRAUMA OF TRANSPORT

(a)  At the age of approximately 35 days, some meat 
chickens are deemed ready for slaughter, having 
reached their target weight.92 Before they can 
be transported to the slaughterhouse, they are 
captured by contract pick-up crews.93 The catching 
process can be extremely stressful as current laws 
permit chickens to be caught by either their legs 
or body. Up to fi ve live chickens are bundled in 
each hand94 before being packed into transport 

(c)  Selective breeding has had grave ramifi cations 
for the health of the world’s 48 billion meat 
chickens and those raised in Australia are no 
exception.72 Studies have shown that as growth 
has been directed towards muscle and fat tissue 
and not bone, many meat chickens have been 
left with fragile legs that can buckle under their 
own weight.73 Lameness and skeletal disorders, 
characterised by infl ammation, spinal cord damage, 
impaired mobility, tension on joints and ruptured 
tendons have become a major welfare issue in 
many countries, including Australia.74 The stress 
and pain associated with such disorders has led to 
a generation of birds that spend considerable time 
lying down on litter. Furthermore, in some instances, 
the pressure of fast growth has impacted on the 
hearts and lungs of chickens. This has resulted in 
the emergence of lethal metabolic disorders such 
as ascites and sudden death syndrome.75

(d)  In recent years, multinational chicken breeding 
companies who spend millions of dollars researching 
and ‘designing’ chickens,76 have sought to address 
the undesirable side eff ects of selective breeding by 
creating new genetically ‘improved’ strains of meat 
chickens.77 These activities are arguably motivated 
more by the fact that sick birds have the potential to 
compromise profi tability (since they need to be killed 
before they reach market weight) than a desire to  
improve the life of chickens. Despite the extensive 
welfare issues associated with selective breeding, 
the practice remains unaddressed by Australia’s 
State and Territory laws.

2.11 DIET OF ANTIBIOTICS

(a)  Antibiotic use by Australian farming industries is 
high.78 Due to the unnaturally crowded conditions 
in which factory farmed animals live, antibiotics 
are used as a therapeutic agent to treat bacterial 
infections. For meat chickens, such infections 
include e.coli, salmonella and enterococci. In sick 
birds, the antibiotics are used as a prophylactic 
agent, to prevent and control the spread of 
disease.79 Simply put, this means that chickens 
may be fed antibiotics before they even get sick 
so as to reduce the potential costs associated 
with an outbreak of disease. This is part of a 
global phenomenon in which antibiotics are used to 
compensate for the environmental risks of housing 
unnaturally large numbers of birds in confi ned 
spaces and the metabolic stress on chickens posed 
by factory farming.80 A signifi cant proportion of the 
antibiotics used for farm animals kept in intensive 
conditions are administered via the food the 
animals eat – low doses are continuously fed to the 
animals during their ‘production cycle’.81 Antibiotics 
may be administered directly and indirectly through 
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ARGUMENTS IN FAVOUR OF FACTORY FARMING VOICELESS SAYS

It makes chicken cheap In the past, chicken meat was more expensive 
which meant people ate it less frequently. Today since 
chicken meat is signifi cantly cheaper and more readily 
available, chickens are paying the price in the form of 
lower standards of welfare.

Chickens are free to roam in enclosed sheds Up to 20 chickens are lawfully allowed to be kept per 
square metre. They spend their life crowded together 
with thousands of others, permanently enclosed 
indoors. They rarely, if ever, see natural light and are 
not able to engage in many of their normal behaviours.

Many chickens also suff er from lameness or other 
disabilities.

Chickens are protected from predators and given 
access to food and water

At what cost? One could also argue that humans 
would be better off  permanently jailed. This would 
protect us from the dangers of life such as road 
accidents and natural disasters. It would also protect 
us from the stresses of life - work, fi nances, mortgages 
etc. Which one would you choose? 

There are laws that protect chickens These laws compromise the quality of life of chickens 
by deeming their suff ering as ‘necessary’ for industry 
profi ts. The same laws classify chickens as property, 
stock and units of production. Can such laws really 
be thought of as ‘protecting’ chickens? 

containers. In order to reduce labour costs and address the extreme stress 
responses that some chickens have shown in response to manual catching, 
automatic ‘harvesters’ are have been introduced by some chicken producers 
in Australia to expedite the catching process.95

(b)  After capture, chickens are permitted to be confi ned for transport at a stocking 
density of 28 or more per square metre.96 They are typically packed into ‘drawers’ 
within containers with approximately four drawers per crate.97 Containers 
are generally stacked on top of each other to maximise the numbers of birds 
transported in each vehicle. The trip to the slaughterhouse which tends to be 
located within 100km of most farms, off ers little reprieve. This journey takes a 
massive physical and psychological toll on any chicken that has survived to their 
slaughter weight.98

2.14 DO FACTORY FARMERS CARE ABOUT CHICKENS?
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KEY POINTS

• Many of the cruelties infl icted upon chickens 
in factory farms are facilitated by Australia’s 
State and Territory animal welfare laws and 
its Model Code of Practice for the Welfare of 
Animals – Domestic Poultry.

• Current laws allow millions of chickens to 
live their short lives in factory farms on the 
assumption that permanent confi nement is 
justifi able, reasonable and necessary to 
secure ongoing industry profi ts.

• The plight of meat chickens has not received 
widespread coverage in Australia.

03

IF CHICKENS ARE PROTECTED BY LAW, 
WHY ARE THEY HURTING?
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3.1  Many people believe that because Australia has a detailed regulatory framework 
for animal protection, chickens must be well treated. Most would be shocked 
to learn that the cruel practices described above are institutionalised and 
sanctioned by our State and Territory animal welfare laws. While our laws purport 
to prevent animal cruelty, in practice, chickens, like other factory farmed animals, 
are largely exempt from meaningful legal protections.99 Instead of serving as a 
tool to protect the fundamental interests of animals, the animal welfare laws 
of each jurisdiction, together with the Federal Model Code of Practice for the 
Welfare of Animals – Domestic Poultry (‘Poultry Code’)100, expressly or impliedly 
sanction animal deprivation. This is achieved in two main ways:

 (a)  By enacting standards that cover a range of practices relating to the 
raising of chickens. This includes setting maximum stocking densities and 
minimum standards for lighting, ventilation, food, water and capture pre-
transport.101 This eff ectively entrenches current procedures in law; and 

 (b)  By prohibiting ‘unnecessary’, ‘unreasonable’ or ‘unjustifi able’ suff ering. This 
sanctions the deprivation of chickens to secure ongoing industry profi ts and 
the continuing expansion of Australia’s chicken meat industry on the basis 
that suff ering is necessary.102

3.2   The plight of meat chickens has not received widespread coverage in Australia. 
Despite this, some politicians have sought to place the plight of meat chickens 
on the public record. The following are some examples:

  ’One of the large producers in South Australia contracts out to people to house 
chickens in these huge barns. The chickens never see daylight from the moment they 
are hatched to the moment they are killed and I think those practises are questionable. 
People who visit those places say that if you saw the conditions you would never buy 
that brand of chicken... It is not necessary in Australia or South Australia to have 
animals in such conditions.’103 
The Hon Bob Such MP.

  ’Broiler [meat] chickens … spend the last few days of their lives with very little room 
to move. The severe restriction of movement over those last few days is cruel [152] …
[160] There are other cruel practices … the restriction of broiler breeders’ feed with 
the result that they go hungry although bred for appetite, leg problems in broilers bred 
for weight, rough handling of broilers taken for slaughter and pre-stun electric shocks 
suff ered by broilers on the way to slaughter.’ 
Richard Jones MLC, now retired, quoting Justice Bell in the highly publicised 
English High Court ‘McLibel’ case.104

3.3   Politicians who speak up for animals play an important role in highlighting 
institutionalised cruelty. Their eff orts place the suff ering of farm animals on the 
public record where they can garner media attention and facilitate community 
debate. They also acknowledge the legitimacy of public concern about animals, 
paving the way for meaningful law reform.
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KEY POINTS

• The industrialisation of chicken meat farming 
has resulted in a dramatic reduction in ‘family-
run’ farms and the emergence of three big 
players: Inghams Enterprises, Bartter Holdings 
(Steggles) and Baiada Poultry.

• One of the three biggest players, Baiada 
Poultry, slaughters more than 2.4 million 
chickens per week.

• The process of growing meat chickens is 
generally contracted out to ‘grow-out farmers’ 
who raise the chickens from day-old chicks 
then sell them back to the large processors 
for about 52-55 cents each.

• Chickens are raised for meat in factory farms 
situated across most of Australia. New South 
Wales and Victoria are the biggest chicken 
meat producers. 

• Chicken meat is primarily sold domestically, 
with only a small percentage exported.

04

CHICKEN STOCK: THREE 
COMPANIES SUPPLY 80% OF 
AUSTRALIA’S MEAT CHICKENS
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4.1 THE MAJOR PLAYERS

While Australians have a strong attachment to the iconic Aussie farmer, the nature 
of factory farms, being giant businesses focussed on maximising productivity and 
effi  ciency, has left little scope for traditional family farmers to survive. In reality, 
the modern chicken meat industry in Australia is vertically integrated and highly 
concentrated. This means that several large companies own most stages of the chicken 
production process from the hatchery to the processing plants (slaughterhouses in 
which chickens are converted into a variety of meat products). At the present time, 
three companies supply approximately 80% of Australia’s meat chickens,105 with the 
remainder supplied by about seven medium-sized companies.106

4.2 WHAT THEY OWN

(a)  Inghams Enterprises Pty Limited is the largest player in the Australian chicken 
meat market which means it owns and operates a signifi cant number of factory 
farms.107 Inghams, which also produces turkeys and ducks108, has over 8,000 
employees and operates in all Australian states.109 In 2007 its group turnover 
exceeded $1.6 billion.110 Inghams also packages its products under the brand 
names: Chickadee, Barons Table, Aldinga Table Turkeys, Mitavite and other 
retail house brands.111 Inghams includes some free-range products in its range.

(b)  Bartter Holdings Pty Limited, which owns the Steggles brand112 is the second 
largest producer of chicken meat in Australia.113 In 2005/06, its revenue was over 
$703 million. It has operations in New South Wales, Victoria, Queensland, South 
Australia and Western Australia and processes more than 2.4 million chickens 
each week.114

(c)  Baiada Poultry Pty Limited, which is based in New South Wales, is Australia’s 
third largest poultry company.115 In addition to its factory farming operations, 
Baiada also runs a free-range facility in Victoria, which markets its products as 
Lilydale Select Free Range Chicken.116 In total, Baiada produces over 50 million 
kilograms of chicken meat every year.117

(d)  Some of the other more well-known chicken meat companies are: Hazeldene’s 
Chicken Farms, Cordina Chicken Farms, La Ionica Poultry, Red Lea, Sunnybrand 
and Golden Cockerel Chicken.118 Although they represent the ‘smaller players’, 
the numbers of chickens they slaughter is anything but small. Red Lea and 
Hazeldene, for example, kill hundreds of thousands of chickens per week.119

4.3 FACTORY FARMERS

(a)  Although the major chicken meat players tend to own all stages of the factory 
farming process (hatching, growing and slaughter), the process of growing 
chickens is generally contracted out.120 The major players provide day-old chicks, 
together with feed, medication and veterinary services to contract growers 
(factory farmers)121 who contribute the equipment, sheds, management and 
labour necessary to grow the chickens.122 The factory farmers’ role is to get 
chickens to their target weights as quickly as possible and return them to the 
processors so they can collect a growing fee.

(b)  Since factory farmers do not own the chickens they raise, they are subject to the 
dictates of the major players in the industry.123 For example, there is little scope 
for farmers to negotiate growing fees due to the small number of processors in 
the market.124 In NSW, grower fees declined by 46% between 1999 and 2003 
(failing to keep pace with infl ation) while processor profi ts increased by 47% in 
the years between 1995 and 2003.125 At present, the average price that a farmer 
makes from each chicken is 52-55 cents.126 In order to survive, this leaves farmers 
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with little recourse but to run big operations with fewer employees and a high 
turnover of chickens. 

4.4 CHICKEN COUNTRY

(a)  Chickens are raised for meat on factory farms across Australia with the exception 
of the Australian Capital Territory and the Northern Territory. The major areas 
tend to be located in rural regions and on the outskirts of medium to large cities. 
Factory farms are usually located within 100 kilometres of processing (slaughter) 
plants to minimise transportation costs.127 Processing plants also tend to be 
located near capital cities or large metropolitan areas to reduce costs associated 
with distributing chicken meat, labour and other services.128

(b)  New South Wales is the industry ‘leader’ in chicken meat. Its main production 
centres are on the outskirts of Sydney, Mangrove Mountain on the Central 
Coast, Newcastle, Tamworth, Griffi  th and Byron Bay.129 Approximately 36 
million chickens were slaughtered in NSW in the March 2008 quarter.130

(c)  Victoria’s chicken meat market has recently expanded rapidly.131 Its main 
production centres are in the Mornington Peninsula, east of Melbourne, Geelong 
and Bendigo. Victoria is now the second largest player in the chicken meat 
market, having slaughtered 29 million chickens in the March 2008 quarter.132

(d)  The chart below sets out the approximate share of Australia’s chicken meat 
production held by each State.133 The map depicts the main chicken growing 
areas in each State:

NEW SOUTH WALES

1. Casino
2. Tamworth
3. HunterValley
4. Newcastle
5. Mangrove
  Mountain
6. Sydney
7. Camden
8. Coulbourn
9. Griffi  th

QUEENSLAND

1. Mareeba
2. Brisbane1.

2.

3.
4.5.

6.7.8.9.

1.

2.

TASMANIA

1. Davenport
2. Launceston
3. Hobart

1. 2.

3.

PAGE 18   FROM NEST TO NUGGET



4.5 HOME-GROWN LEGALISED CRUELTY

(a)  While other meat industries have fairly substantial export markets, the majority 
of chicken meat produced in Australia goes to feed the domestic market.134 In 
2005/06, poultry meat exports were 22,000 tonnes135, or just under 3% of total 
production.136 That means that approximately 97% of chicken meat produced 
in Australia is consumed by Australians.

(b)  Some of the major export markets for poultry (which includes chicken, turkey, 
pheasant and duck) are South Africa (which constitutes 39% of the export 
market for poultry), the Pacifi c Region, China, Hong Kong, Sri Lanka, Indonesia 
and Singapore.137 Of the poultry exported from Australia in 2005-2006, which 
generated about $3.9 billion revenue,138 chicken meat accounted for 78% of the 
total revenue generated.

(c)  While Australia has been importing chicken meat from New Zealand for a 
number of years,139 imports from other countries are restricted for biosecurity 
reasons.140 Some pre-cooked chicken meat is imported into Australia (such as in 
pet food or processed food); however it can only be imported if the chicken meat 
is processed according to strict guidelines.141

VICTORIA

1. Bendigo
2. Nagambie
3. Pakenham
4. Lethbridge
5. Colac
6. Geelong
7. Melbourne
8.  Mornington 

Penisula

SOUTH AUSTRALIA

1. Gawler
2. Adelaide
3.  Murray

Bridge

WESTERN AUSTRALIA

1. Perth

1.
2.
3.

1.

1. 2.
3.4.

5.6.7.
8.
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05

THE REAL MEAL DEAL

KEY POINTS

• Supermarkets, Producers of Chicken Meat 
and Fast Food Chains use clever marketing 
techniques such as confusing images 
and ambiguous language that encourage 
consumers to disassociate animals from food. 

• The lack of mandatory labelling of chicken 
meat products (by production system) can 
be confusing for consumers. 

• The majority of chicken meat is sourced from 
factory farms which means that if a label does 
not state the farming method used, it is likely 
that the chicken has been raised in a factory 
farm.

• Chickens labelled ‘barn-fresh’, ‘grain fed’, 
‘hormone free’, and ‘100% natural’ are likely 
to be sourced from factory farms.

• Alternatives to factory farmed chicken exist 
including certifi ed free-range and organic.

• Commercials made by fast food companies 
rarely mention the actual animals used to 
create the end product and instead divert 
consumers’ attention with prize giveaways, 
meal deals or cartoon characters.

• If consumers want to make ethical decisions 
about what they eat, they need to be given 
adequate information about how the chicken 
they eat has been raised. 
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5.1 (NOT SO) SUPER MARKETS

(a)  In recent years, Australians have joined the global 
community of consumers who want to make ethical 
choices when they visit the supermarket.142 In order 
to do this, truth-in-labelling of products, including 
chicken products, must be provided. While the 
law ensures that companies do not technically 
deceive or mislead consumers,143 the labels on 
chicken products that fi ll our supermarket shelves 
do not always tell the ‘whole truth’. This is hardly 
surprising as it is not in the interests of factory 
farmers to disclose to their customers what a 
chicken has endured in order to end up in a box of 
‘mouth-watering chicken wings’144 or as deep-fried 
pieces of ‘dinosaur-shaped chicken.’145 Rather than 
showing the reality of how chickens are raised and 
slaughtered, modern marketing methods encourage 
consumers to disassociate animals from the food 
they become.146

(b)  Under current Australian laws, suppliers of chicken 
do not need to disclose their production methods. 
This means that where a label or a website is ‘silent’ 
on the farming production methods used, there is a 
strong likelihood that the chicken has been raised in 
a factory farm. Despite this, many forms of chicken 
packaging use cartoon images of happy chickens 
and pictures of green fi elds and farmhouses to 
distract the consumer from the reality of factory 
farming. For example, the Chickadee brand (now 
a division of Inghams Enterprises) uses a logo 
of a cartoon chicken dressed up in shoes and an 
apron.147 The cartoon chicken is carrying a grocery 
basket as if to say ‘buy me and eat me’. The idea 
of a chicken enticing shoppers to eat it may appear 
unsettling; however it is a common marketing tool 
amongst chicken processing companies, most of 
which do not use images of actual chickens on 
their packaging.148

(c)  While the vast majority of chickens in Australia 
will never see the light of day except on their way 
to the slaughterhouse, current marketing methods 
reinforce the age-old notion that chickens are raised 
outdoors in big, open fi elds. The Bartter logo, for 
example, depicts a fi eld of grain with a country 
barn house in the background. There are no signs 
of the long, steel sheds which house up to 60,000 
chickens for their entire lives. 

(d)  In addition to using imagery that supports the veil 
of secrecy surrounding factory farming, the chicken 
meat industry also uses subjective and ambiguous 
language as a marketing tool.149 Industry is able to 
do this because many terms used to sell chicken 
are not defi ned in legislation. The following are 
examples of phrases and terms currently used to 

describe chicken meat in Australia which 
are subject to widely diff erent interpretation 
by producers and consumers:

 (i)  CAGE-FREE: The majority of companies that 
sell chicken meat claim that their chickens are 
not raised in cages150 and that they are ‘free 
to roam around in substantial poultry houses 
with no restrictions for accessing water and 
feed’.151 By inference, we are led to believe that 
welfare standards for meat chickens are high. 
Despite the fact that chickens are not raised 
in cages like battery hens, due to high stocking 
densities meat-chickens may still struggle to 
fi nd space in which to rest.152

 (ii)  HORMONE-FREE: Many chicken processors 
advertise their products as being ‘hormone 
free’.153 However, chicken meat producers 
in Australia stopped giving chickens growth 
hormones in the 1960s, making this claim 
somewhat redundant.154 By using the term 
‘hormone-free’, consumers may be led to 
believe that factory farmed meat chickens 
are ‘natural’, when in actual fact, the selective 
breeding of chickens has resulted in a grave 
distortion of the natural growth process. 
While industry is quick to point out that they 
don’t use hormones, they are far less vocal 
about their routine use of antibiotics and the 
potential eff ect of this on human health.155

 (iii)  GRAIN-FED: Another marketing tool used by 
the chicken meat industry to sell their product 
is use of the term ‘grain-fed’. While this may 
conjure up images of chickens happily pecking 
grain scattered around a barnyard, most 
chickens are fed in pellet form, where the grain 
is mixed together with other ingredients then 
condensed into small pellets.156 As the term 
‘grain fed’ is not defi ned in legislation, it is not 
necessary for industry to disclose that grain-
fed chickens may also be fed additives such
as meat and bone meal from other animals.157

 (iv)  CORN-FED: A corn-rich diet makes the skin 
and fl esh of a chicken turn yellow in colour.158 
While many people believe corn-fed chicken 
to be of a higher quality than grain-fed 
chicken, this is not because chickens have had 
access to fi elds of sun-drenched corn. To the 
contrary, corn-fed chickens, like millions of 
others in Australia, spend their lives indoors 
in factory farms, unless otherwise specifi ed.

 (v) FREE-RANGE: 

  (A)  Although chickens in well-managed free-
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range farms generally have 
a better quality of life than factory 
farmed chickens, there is currently no 
regulatory defi nition of the term ‘free-
range’159 which creates the potential 
for substantial variation in their quality 
of life. The Poultry Code gives some 
indication of how free-range chickens 
should be kept by specifying that:

   (1)  they are required to be kept 
in sheds and have access to an 
outdoor range during daylight for a 
minimum of eight hours per day;160

   (2)  they must have access to shaded 
areas and shelter from rain and 
wind;161 and

   (3)  ‘every reasonable eff ort must 
be made’ to protect them from 
predators.162

  (B)  Despite this, the Poultry Code does not 
have the status of law in all jurisdictions. 
In the absence of enforceable defi nitions, 
the term ‘free-range’ has been subject 
to diff erent interpretation by both 
producers and consumers. This has led 
some industry bodies to establish free-
range accreditation schemes to promote 
consumer confi dence in chicken meat. 
For example, Free Range Egg and Poultry 
Australia Limited (FREPA) has created 
a set of Standards for free-range meat 
birds. These Standards must be met in 
order for chicken meat to be accredited 
as ‘free-range’.163

  (C)  Given that free-range is one of few 
farming systems that enable chickens to 
perform many of their normal behaviours, 
free-range systems can be seen to be a 
more ‘natural’ way to produce chicken 
meat. However free-range chickens 
are generally sourced from the same 
hatcheries as factory farmed chickens 
which means they may still grow at 
unnaturally high growth rates.

 (vi)  ORGANIC: In recent years, an increasing 
number of consumers have turned to organic 
producers because they claim to treat animal 
welfare as a priority.164 Although organic 
chickens are sourced from the same large 
hatcheries as factory farmed and free-
range chickens, in order to obtain ‘certifi ed 
organic’ status, they are raised pursuant to 

organic farming methods. These methods 
include providing chickens with 95% organic 
feed which cannot contain any antibiotics 
or substances that promote growth.165 
Signifi cantly, in Australia, organic standards 
require that chickens are raised in free-range 
conditions.166 They also require that organic 
chickens live longer than factory farmed 
chickens, though they are still killed well 
before their natural life cycle would permit.167

(e)  With an increasing number of consumers 
demonstrating an interest in making animal-
friendly choices at the supermarket or choosing to 
abstain from animal-derived food products,168 it is 
imperative that food labels empower consumers to 
make informed choices about the chicken they buy. 
The Table to the right sets out some of the main 
diff erences in the quality of life of factory farmed, 
free-range and organic chickens.

CASE STUDY

In 2002, a New Zealand Green Party MP, Sue 
Kedgley, lodged a formal complaint with the 
Advertising Standards Complaints Board (‘the 
Board’) and the Commerce Commission alleging 
misleading and deceptive conduct. The complaint 
concerned an advertising campaign run by Tegel 
Foods Ltd about the chickens raised on their 
farms. The complaint included an allegation that 
a brochure that promoted Tegel chickens as ’pure, 
natural and healthy’ was misleading and deceptive 
insofar as the word ‘pure’ was used, because 
it implied that the chickens were untainted by 
anything unnatural, including drugs or antibiotics.178

In reality, the chickens raised by Tegel were routinely 
fed antibiotics and the chicken contained residue 
antibiotics when sold. The Complaints Board held 
that use of the word ‘pure’ was not misleading or 
deceptive because the chickens contained only 
one ‘ingredient’, that being the chicken itself. 
However there was a minority view by the Board 
that believed the term was misleading because 
the chicken contained an incidental constituent, 
namely a residue antibiotic which would not have 
been understood by a modern consumer.179 As the 
minority appears to have recognised, use of the 
word ‘pure’ in this circumstance can be seen to 
illustrate how industry uses ambiguous language in 
its marketing.
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FACTORY FARMED, INCLUDING 
CAGE-FREE, HORMONE-FREE, 
GRAIN-FED AND CORN-FED

FREE-RANGE AND ORGANIC

ACCESS TO OUTDOORS No Yes169

% OF LIFE OUTDOORS 0% Approximately 50% for free-range 
chickens and approximately 85% 
for organic chickens170

ACCESS TO NATURAL LIGHT No Yes

STOCKING DENSITY Up to 20 chickens may lawfully be 
kept per square metre171

8-16 chickens per square metre 
when indoors (free-range)172

12 chickens per square metre 
when indoors (organic)173

USE OF HORMONES No No

USE OF ANTIBIOTICS Yes No174

AGE WHEN SLAUGHTERED 35-55 days175 35-55 days (free-range)176

65-80days (organic)177

5.2 FAST FOOD FALLACY

(a)  Fast food chains employ clever marketing strategies 
to discourage consumers from linking their 
products to the millions of chickens in factory 
farms.180 Advertisements for fast food companies 
often use techniques aimed at distracting 
consumers from issues of animal suff ering and 
ethical eating. For example, messages about 
food are conveyed through cartoon characters 
or through commercials designed to create an 
emotional ambience that leaves the viewer with 
a sense of well-being.181 Rather than addressing 
concerns about animal suff ering, advertising tends 
to appeal to customers’ self interest by focusing 
on taste and freshness or other food qualities. 
For example, the focus of KFC’s recent advertising 
campaigns has been on persuading consumers that 
KFC uses chicken that is ‘fresh, not frozen.’182

(b)  Other popular methods used by fast food chains 
to disassociate their products from factory farms 
include:

 (i)  disguising chicken meat so that it does not 
resemble chicken and becomes a diff erent 

product altogether. Examples include: 
‘Popcorn Chicken’183, ‘Chicken McNuggets’184 
and ‘Chicken Pops’185; and

 (ii)  complementing food sales with giveaways 
as evidenced by the ‘Happy Meal’.186

(c)  While some fast food restaurants have begun to 
adapt their product lines in response to increased 
opposition to pork and eggs sourced from factory 
farms, the major fast food retailers have yet to heed 
consumer concerns about cruelty to chickens in a 
meaningful way. Despite this, it appears that the 
rising tide of opposition to factory farming can only 
be averted with ‘feel-good’ marketing strategies 
for so long. As awareness grows, the demand-led 
consumer revolution will soon aff ect decisions 
made at the boardroom tables of our nation’s 
fast food chains as well.
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KEY POINTS

• Each year, millions of Australian tax-
payers’ dollars fl ow to the chicken meat 
industry to subsidise the practices that go 
on in factory farms. 

• Funds come from joint Government and 
industry programs, direct grants and via 
agricultural assistance programs.

06

TAX-PAYER DOLLARS FUNDING 
THE CHICKEN INDUSTRY 
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6.1  Every year, millions of dollars fl ow from the 
public purse to the chicken meat industry. This 
is somewhat surprising given that the industry 
accounts for less than 0.01% of gross domestic 
product in Australia.187 Many Australians would be 
alarmed to discover that their tax dollars are being 
used to subsidise the suff ering of animals in factory 
farms. Funds are transferred:

 (a)  through joint Government and Industry 
programs, in which the Government agrees 
to match certain industry contributions; 

 (b) as direct grants to industry; and

 (c) via general agricultural assistance programs. 

6.2  While the precise extent and nature of public 
funding cannot be easily ascertained, it is clear that 
millions of tax-payer dollars are used to fund the 
chicken meat industry every year. The following 
are some examples:

 (a)  The Australian Poultry Co-operative Research 
Centre (Poultry CRC) received more than $23 
million from the Australian Government for 
its establishment in 2003. Its aims include 
enhancing the competitiveness of the chicken 
meat industry by undertaking research in the 
areas of nutrition, health, bird welfare and 
environmental management. The Poultry CRC 
is supported by the Federal Government’s 
Rural Industries Research Development 
Corporation (RIRDC) and is part of a $78.8 
million joint investment with industry and 
research participants.188

 (b)  While chicken breeding companies, 
chicken meat companies and other industry 
participants undertake research aimed 
at securing and safeguarding their profi t 
margins, the RIRDC Chicken Meat Program, 
which partners with the Poultry CRC, aims 
to undertake more ‘generic’ research for the 
chicken meat industry. It is funded jointly by 
industry, which pays a levy on meat chickens 
hatched and a ‘matching contribution’ from 
Government. In 2007/08 its budget exceeded 
$3 million.189

 (c)  As primary producers, factory farmers 
who produce chicken meat are eligible for a 
number of tax deductions. For example, they 
are permitted to claim tax deductions for 
depreciation of plant and equipment. They 
are also stand to benefi t from the Averaging 
Scheme and Income Equalisation Deposits 
Scheme which enables them to calculate their 

tax liabilities based on a fi ve year average.190

 (d)  Certain chicken meat operations have been 
the subject of State specifi c funding grants. 
Examples include:

  (i)  a $7 million grant to a chicken meat 
processing plant in Northern Adelaide 
(funded under the Federal Government’s 
Structural Adjustment Fund for South 
Australia which was established in 2004);191

  (ii)  a $400,000 grant to Sunnybrand 
Chickens Pty Ltd for the expansion 
of its hatchery at Lismore (funded by 
the Federal Government in 2003 under 
its Sustainable Regions program);192

  (iii)  a $180,000 grant to Davis Poultry, 
Marylborough,193 to expand its chicken 
manufacturing operations (funded by 
the Victorian Government through its 
Community Regional Industry Skills 
Program in 2008).

 (e)  Grants are also awarded by the Government for 
formal vocational and educational training in the 
chicken meat industry. These include training 
heavily subsidised by the national FarmBis and 
Australian Apprenticeships program.194
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KEY POINTS

• Internationally, consumers are learning about 
the suff ering of animals in factory farms. This 
has led to a consumer outcry and calls for farm 
animal law reform. 

• Europe is leading the way with the United 
Kingdom, Sweden, Denmark and Norway all 
taking steps to ensure better conditions for 
chickens raised for meat in factory farms.

• In 2007, the European Union agreed to 
a Council Directive which set minimum 
standards for the protection of meat chickens. 
This Directive constitutes an attempt to 
address some of the worst aspects of factory 
farming which continue unabated in Australia.

• Consumers can be a powerful force for 
change, as evidenced by the United Kingdom, 
where consumers are increasingly choosing 
to purchase certifi ed free-range or organic 
chicken as opposed to factory farmed chicken. 

• Globally, supermarkets are expanding their 
product lines to include free-range chicken 
options. This demand-led revolution is 
beginning to take eff ect in Australia.

07

AUSTRALIA - SHAMEFULLY 
BEHIND INTERNATIONAL 
REFORMS
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7.1  While the global production of chicken meat is expanding at a staggering pace, 
awareness about factory farming is also increasing. This has led to calls for more 
meaningful legal protections for chickens in certain countries and to a consumer 
outcry in those countries where the veil of secrecy has been lifted.

7.2 EUROPE LEADS THE WAY:

(a)  As in other areas of farm animal law reform, a number of European countries 
have taken a leadership role in the area of chicken meat production. This may well 
be because, according to one survey, more than four in ten Europeans believe that 
meat chickens are amongst the three species most in need of greater welfare and 
protection.195 For example:

 (i)  The United Kingdom (‘UK’) has banned the cruel practice of ‘skip-a-day 
feeding’.196

 (ii)  The Norwegian Animal Welfare Act 1995 provides that all animals including 
farm animals such as chickens be provided with suffi  cient room, warmth, 
light and access to fresh air to meet their needs.197 This Act also forbids 
genetic engineering and selective breeding if it adversely aff ects the 
animals’ normal behaviour or physiological functions, causes unnecessary 
suff ering, or gives rise to general ethical concerns.198

 (iii)  Sweden199 and Denmark200, where survey evidence suggests that three 
out of four citizens prioritise chicken welfare201, have also taken specifi c 
legislative steps to regulate factory farming of chickens raised for meat.202

(b)  In 2007 the European Union (‘EU’) agreed to a Council Directive laying 
down minimum rules for the protection of chickens kept for meat production.203 
The Directive has been criticised because it fails to address the core problems 
associated with the factory farming of chickens and eff ectively ensures the 
continuation of production by current methods.204 Despite this, it should be 
acknowledged that the Directive constitutes an attempt to address some of the 
worst aspects of factory farming which continue unabated in Australia. The table 
below demonstrates how Australia is lagging shamefully behind the EU when it 
comes to providing the most basic protections for meat chickens:205

EUROPEAN UNION REQUIREMENT AUSTRALIAN POULTRY CODE

All chickens must have permanent access to litter 

which is dry and friable on the surface.206

 ‘Attempts’ must be made to ensure litter does not 

become wet, caked or excessively dusty.207

Sets minimum training requirements for persons 

dealing with chickens in relation to areas such as animal 

physiology, behaviour, stress, and careful handling of 

chickens.208

Notes that stockpersons should be ‘encouraged’ 
to undertake ‘appropriate’ training.209

Requires member states to implement penalties for 

breach of the Directive that are eff ective, proportionate 

and dissuasive.210

Makes no reference to penalties or enforcement, 
resulting in an ad hoc State and Territory approach 
to non-compliance with the Code’s animal welfare 
standards.211
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7.3 CONSUMERS VOTE ‘NO!’:

(a)  The plight of chickens in the meat industry has been recently revealed and 
shocked consumers into markedly diff erent shopping patterns. The most obvious 
evidence was seen in the UK. For example following a series of high profi le 
campaigns by the RSPCA and celebrity chefs Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall 
and Jamie Oliver212, it was reported that:

 (i)  38% of UK consumers had switched to free-range poultry;213

 (ii)  sales of factory farmed chicken decreased by estimates of 10 million;214 and

 (iii)  free-range producers were unable to meet demand with major 
supermarkets such as Sainsbury’s importing free-range birds to 
accommodate the unprecedented growth in demand.215 Many customers 
chose not to eat factory farmed chicken in the absence of free-range options 
or decided to abstain from chicken altogether.216

(b)  In recognition of consumer concerns about the conditions in chicken factory 
farms, a number of leading UK supermarkets are adjusting their retail lines. 
Marks & Spencer has phased ‘standard’ fast-growing factory farmed chicken 
out of its range217 while Tesco and Co-Op are steadily expanding their free-range 
and organic product lines.218

(c)  While the most vigorous objections to factory farmed chicken have been 
demonstrated by UK shoppers, the ramifi cations of a demand-led revolution for 
animal-friendly products are being felt by suppliers of chicken on a global basis. 
For example:

 (i)  Streams of supermarkets across the US have expanded their production 
lines to include free-range chicken options.219 Examples include: Price 
Chopper;220 Wholefoods;221 Jimbo’s Naturally…;222 Wild Oats;223 Wegmans224 
and Wild by Nature.225 This purchasing behaviour appears consistent with 
recent survey fi ndings in which 59% of participants indicated they consider 
animal welfare to be a very important or somewhat important consideration 
when buying food.226

 (ii)  Earlier this year, KFC Canada responded to consumer concerns about factory 
farming and agreed to make a number of changes aimed at improving chicken 
welfare. These included urging suppliers to adopt lower stocking densities and 
phasing out selective breeding practices associated with lameness and other
painful disorders. KFC Canada also agreed to add a vegan faux chicken item to 
its nationwide restaurants, to cater for the growing number of consumers who 
are abstaining from chicken products altogether.227

(d)  In addition to growing at an international level, consumer concerns about the 
factory farming of chickens are also being felt on Australian shores. For example, 
in recent times, major players in the chicken meat market as well as industry 
bodies have begun to focus on the issue of animal welfare.228 This may lead 
to changes in the lives of chickens such as slightly lower stocking densities or 
adjustments in dietary requirements; however the ability of these incremental 
changes to ultimately improve the lives of chickens is questionable and the 
subject of increasing debate.229

(e)  An analysis of recent growth in Australia’s free-range and organic markets 
shows that:

 (i)  In late 2007, free-range farms were emerging on average, every two months 
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in the Sydney area. While this was in part due to production shifting from other 
States, the growth in free-range chicken sales generally suggests that this 
should be seen as part of a larger trend away from factory farmed production;230

 (ii)  The largest free-range chicken operation in Australia has been growing 
at 20% per year and is on course to achieve 20% of the retail market in 
Western Australia.231

 (iii)  Two of the three major players, who sell to Australia’s biggest supermarkets, 
have diversifi ed into free-range production in recognition of growing 
consumer concerns about the plight of chickens on factory farms;232  and

 (iv)  A recent Newspoll Survey of 1,200 Australians aged 18 years or over found that: 

  (A)   one in fi ve people are eating more free-range chicken than they were 
two years ago; and

  (B)    two-thirds of people buying free-range chicken are concerned about 
the conditions in which ‘regular’ chickens are raised.233
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 This Report has shown that 
the deprivation experienced 
by chickens is widespread and 
institutionalised; however 
each of us, both personally and 
professionally, has the power to 
improve the lives of chickens. 
The following are some of our 
suggestions as to how you can 
be a voice for the voiceless. 
WHY NOT START NOW? 

08

CONCLUSION: GET ACTIVE!

IF YOU ARE AN INDIVIDUAL

• Write a letter to your local paper, go 

on talk-back radio or contact your local 

council. Share your concerns about the 

treatment of chickens and become more 

informed about the issue.

• Write a letter to your local Member of 

Parliament and to the Minister responsible 

for Animal Welfare in your State or 

Territory. Ask them to outlaw the factory 

farming of chickens or at the very least, 

to introduce a proper labelling system 

that enables consumers to make animal-

friendly choices at the supermarket.

• Every time you go to a supermarket, 

fast-food outlet, restaurant or café, 

encourage them to consider the welfare 

of chickens by asking questions about 

where they purchase their chicken.

• Replace chicken with other delicious 

and healthy ingredients such as lentils, 

potatoes, chick peas or tofu.

• If you eat chicken, cut down on the 

amount you eat and consider not 

purchasing factory farmed products.

• Support an animal protection group 

fi nancially or by volunteering your time, 

services or skills.

IF YOU OWN A RESTAURANT 
OR FOOD OUTLET

• Expand your restaurant’s menu to 

include vegetarian and vegan options.  

• Consider not serving factory farmed 

products.

• Provide information to your customers 

about where your chickens are sourced 

from.

• Build strategic partnerships with other 

organisations (including your restaurant’s 

suppliers) that have a strong commitment 

to animal protection.

• Support an animal protection group 

by becoming a sponsor or donating goods 

or services.
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IF YOU MAKE DECISIONS FOR A 
SUPERMARKET

• Incorporate animal protection (including 

a commitment to humane farming) into 

your business goals and direction by:

– Including a reference to animal 

protection and humane farming as part 

of your company’s social responsibility 

commitments; 

 – Incorporating the concept of animal 

protection into your company’s business 

practices.

– Avoiding misleading marketing and 

advertising and promoting transparency 

when communicating with customers 

about meat products. 

– Assuming a leadership role in relation 

to animal-derived food labelling by 

off ering consumers humane alternatives 

to factory farmed chicken and providing 

labelling standards which clearly indicate 

the type of production system a chicken 

is derived from. 

– Expanding your company’s product 

ranges to include clearly and accurately 

labelled vegetarian and vegan product 

lines to facilitate consumer choice.

– Building strategic partnerships with 

other organisations (including your 

company’s suppliers) that have a strong 

commitment to animal protection.

• Conduct a survey of your customers 

to see whether they would be willing 

to pay extra for ethical products and 

what consumer expectations are of 

your policies aff ecting animals.

• Arrange for your company to sponsor 

any of a wide range of events run by 

animal protection charities.

IF YOU ARE A POLITICIAN

• Invite animal advocates to meet with 

you and some of your colleagues to 

learn more about the production of meat 

chickens and factory farming in general.

• Gather a group of colleagues and request 

a tour of a factory farm to see for yourself 

how chickens are treated. The visit may 

enable you to make more informed 

decisions about whether the intensive 

farming of meat chickens is acceptable.

• Distribute information such as reports 

or brochures to your colleagues in order 

to increase awareness about these 

keys issues.

• Encourage political debate on factory 

farming, wherever possible.

• Consider introducing a Private 

Member’s Bill regarding the intensive 

farming of chickens into your Parliament. 

Legislative eff orts such as this will raise 

the profi le of the farming practices 

involved in raising chickens. This may 

also reveal the extent to which your 

colleagues share your views, as animal 

protection has the potential to transcend 

both political parties and ideologies. 

• Move a motion in your Parliament 

calling on the Government to introduce 

legislation that protects chickens from 

factory farming practices.

• Consider recommending non-factory 

farmed products for all Parliamentary 

events. As a politician, you have even 

greater powers of persuasion than 

ordinary consumers.

• Raise the issue of chicken meat 

production with the media, wherever 

possible. The Australian community has 

little awareness about the plight of factory 

farmed animals and you can play an 

important educational role, simply 

by lifting the veil of secrecy.

• Arrange for an editorial piece on meat 

chickens to be prepared for inclusion 

in a newsletter or other publication – 

encourage people to explore alternatives 

to eating factory farmed chicken. 

• Highlight the issue of factory farming 

on your website and include links to 

resources and animal protection groups.

To read more about the 
plight of chickens, please visit 
Voiceless’s Recommended 
Reading List and Resources 
at www.voiceless.org.au 

To fi nd out more about 
how you can take action 
for animals, visit 
www.voiceless.org.au
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