
 
 
 
 
 
16 December 2009 
 

NEWS RELEASE 
   

 
NEW LAW IGNORES CALLS FOR HIGHER CHICKEN WELFARE  

  
The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) has rejected industry pressure to be allowed to use 
exceptionally high stocking densities for chickens reared for meat. Nonetheless Defra plans to introduce legislation that 
allows the factory farming of chickens to continue virtually unchecked. The new regulation does not fully embrace the high 
welfare standards called for by MPs, consumers and animal welfare groups.  
 
The new regulation appears to ignore the concerns of the public and of the 278 MPs who have signed a Parliamentary 
motion calling for strong new welfare standards for broiler chickens. Defra will now allow broilers to be stocked at 39kg/m! 
(up to 19 chickens/m!).  
 
“The new rules are inadequate as they do not improve on the current low welfare in standard chicken farming. We 
welcome Defra’s decision  not to permit the very high stocking densities under the new EU Directive of 42kg/m! (up to 21 
chickens/m!), however, the new regulation continues to permit severe overcrowding in UK broiler sheds.” says Eloise 
Shavelar, Chicken Out! campaigner for animal welfare charity, Compassion in World Farming.  
 
The new standard doesn’t fully accept the recommendation of the EU Scientific Committee on Animal Health and Animal 
Welfare which concluded that “above 30kg/m! [up to 15 chickens/m!], even with very good environmental control systems, 
there is a steep rise in the frequency of serious problems.”  
 
“We now have a legal line in the sand which we believe is good news,” says Dr Marc Cooper, RSPCA Senior Scientific 
Officer. “Although the original EU legislation could and should have been better for the welfare of chickens, the fact that the 
UK Government has taken the decision to adopt a lower stocking density is encouraging and shows that they have, rightly, 
listened to UK public opinion and scientific evidence - and recognised the importance of higher welfare to consumers.” 
 
The RSPCA Freedom Food scheme follows the advice of the EU Committee and sets a maximum density of 30kg/m!.  The 
Parliamentary motion signed by 278 MPs calls for the Defra regulation to be based on the Freedom Food standards, a call 
that has been comprehensively rejected by Defra.    
 
In addition, the new law fails to tackle the high levels of leg and heart disorders suffered by broilers. Today’s broilers have 
been bred to grow so quickly that often their legs and hearts cannot properly support their rapidly growing bodies.  As a 
result millions of chickens suffer from lameness and die from heart failure each year in the standard intensive systems. A 
recent Defra funded study shows that over a quarter of broiler chickens suffer from painful leg disorders, yet these findings 
have been ignored.  
 
Chef Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall, who launched the Chicken Out! campaign in 2007, says: “Although I’m relieved Defra 
are not permitting the high stocking density of the EU, there is still much further to go to improve rearing systems for 
chickens in the UK. This law may permit meat chickens to have more space than their EU cousins but they will still be 
farmed in conditions that fail to meet many of their basic needs. Thankfully, we haven’t taken a step backwards but we still 
absolutely must take more steps forwards.” 
 
The World Society for the Protection of Animals lobbies governments across the globe to make conditions for farmed 
animals more humane. Päivi Vahvelainen, WSPA UK’s Programmes Manager says: “It is disappointing that the UK 
government fails to set high standards of animal welfare for meat chickens, especially in the face of an increasing number 
of consumers and MPs calling for higher animal welfare. With our reputation as a nation of animal lovers, we should be 
setting the standard, not following the EU,”  
 
Mike Hancock MP, sponsor of Early Day Motion 581 said: “The Government could have done so much more for the 
welfare of chickens today. Chicken welfare will still be a scandal. The EU Scientific Committee has said that there are 
frequent serious problems at the stocking density which the Government has decided on and a quarter of factory farmed 
chickens suffer from painful leg disorders. A large number of MPs supported my motion in Parliament calling for better 



standards. So, I hope that the Government will take further urgent action to strengthen welfare standards and I will be 
pressing them to do that. And I hope, in any case, that people will vote with their wallets and buy chickens reared to higher 
welfare standards such as the RSPCA’s Freedom Food standard.” 

 
-Ends- 

 
Notes to the editor 
 
For further information on Chicken Out! or Compassion in World Farming please contact Rebecca Deeny on 01483 
521973 / 07771 926005 or email rebecca@ciwf.org 
 
 
More about Freedom Food Chicken 
 

The RSPCA’s higher welfare assurance scheme, Freedom Food, reported a 125% rise last year in the number of chickens 
reared under its scheme to the RSPCA’s higher welfare standards (compared to 2007).  Freedom Food has also reported a 
further 3% increase in the first half of 2009.  

 
Standard chicken production in the UK (under Assured Chicken Production guidelines) gives space of 526 sq cm (19 
birds/sq m), the equivalent of 15% less than an A4 sheet of paper per chicken. New EU legislation would allow up to 21 
birds/sq m – 23% less than an A4 sheet of paper per chicken. 

 
The RSPCA recommends that chickens bred for meat should be stocked at no more than 15 birds/sq m – equivalent of 7.8% 
more space than an A4 sheet of paper per chicken. 

 
The RSPCA launched the ‘Quash the Squash’ campaign to highlight the overcrowding in chicken sheds and to urge 
members of the public to sign the petition to the UK government calling for improved standards. 

 
For more information or to arrange an interview with the RSPCA please contact Calie Woozley on 0300 123 0490 or email 
cwoozley@rspca.org.uk  
 
 
More about Chicken Out!  

 
Chef Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall launched The Chicken Out! Campaign in 2007 and it is run in association with 
Compassion in World Farming. The campaign aims to highlight the unacceptable practice of the intensive factory farming of 
chickens and encourage consumers to choose higher welfare standards when buying chicken. www.chickenout.tv 
 
Standard intensive chicken comes from farms where chickens are reared in barren and crowded sheds with no outdoor 
access, no natural daylight and little room to move freely. These birds grow unnaturally fast and at least 25% of standard 
welfare chickens suffer from painful leg disorders.  Many also suffer from ammonia burns on their legs or breast and heart 
failure. 

 
Around 700 million chickens suffer in intensive farming systems every year in the UK, reared quickly and cheaply, to have 
enough meat to fulfill the average Briton’s demand of more than 2 kg of chicken per month. 

 
*Sales of higher welfare indoor-produced chicken meat, such as Freedom Food, increased by 44% in volume between 12/07 
and 12/08 due to campaigns such as Chicken Out! according to a TNS survey commissioned by Compassion in World 
Farming. 

 
More about WSPA (www.wspa.org.uk) 
 

The World Society for the Protection of Animals is the world’s largest alliance of animal welfare organisations. Through 
partnership with hundreds of member societies we strive to create a world where animal welfare matters and animal 
cruelty ends. We bring about change at both grassroots and governmental levels, to benefit animals. We support and 
develop high profile campaigns, scientifically-backed projects and innovative education initiatives. With our member 
societies, governments and international agencies, we also provide relief to animals in communities affected by            
disasters. 

For further information on WSPA please contact Katharine Mansell on 020 7840 4277 / 07791 239120 or email 
katharinemansell@wspa.org.uk  

  


