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Chicken
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A flourishing life for chickens encompasses pleasurable experiences, as well as avoidance of prolonged pain and other harms. Despite differences in appearance, jungle fowl and domestic fowl have very similar social, emotional and cognitive abilities (Garnham & Lovlie, 2018). Jungle fowl live under trees and in small clearings, and the domesticated chicken shows a preference for this type of environment (Zeltner & Hirt 2008; Gilani, Knowles, & Nicol, 2014).

Wild chickens form into small social groups of up to 15 individuals, with a dominant male and several hens and subordinate males (Garnham & Lovlie, 2018). Chickens are highly motivated to forage, spending large proportions of their day doing so (Channing, Hughes, & Walker, 2001; Mishra et al., 2005), even in the presence of abundant food (Lindqvist & Jensen, 2008).




Chickens also spend a high proportion of their time standing and resting. At night they choose to perch at height (Olsson & Keeling, 2000). The social relationship between a mother hen and her chicks prepares them for their social and physical environment (Edgar, Paul, & Nicol, 2013; Edgar, Held et al., 2015; Edgar, Kelland, Held, Paul, & Nicol, 2015). Chickens will spend time preening, and this is augmented where possible by bouts of dustbathing, on average every two days (Olsson & Keeling, 2005). Chickens eat a wide variety of vegetation, seeds and insects or occasionally other animal proteins, displaying clear preferences for certain foods (Sherwin, Heyes, & Nicol, 2002).
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Slaughter: no transport, or where necessary, gentle handling during loading/unloading and limited transport time minimising fear, stress, and distress

No live inversion 
Effective pre-slaughter stunning
For all stages chickens should have:
stable social group,
play opportunities, sufficient enjoyable food, cognitive enrichment, rewarded opportunities to forage and perform exploratory behaviour, thermal/physical comfort, being healthy,
good human-animal relationships, choice/control over environment/life.
Avoidance of prolonged pain, frustration, physical restriction, boredom



What are the key challenges in enabling such a life in the context of farming? 

Chickens were first domesticated well before 8,000 years ago from several species of jungle fowl in southeast Asia, moving north into China and across central Asia, moving north into China and across central Asia (West & Zhou, 1988) before coming to Britain in the Iron Age, around 3,000 years ago (Maltby, Allen, Best, Fothergill, & Demarchi, 2018). They were probably more valued for other qualities than food initially, but they started to become more abundant and an apparent food source during Roman Britain around 2,000 years ago. Today the chicken is ubiquitous, being farmed in huge numbers (22 billon on farms, 66 billon slaughtered each year) on every continent (FAO, 2019). Chickens have been increasingly bred for either laying eggs or producing meat resulting in distinctly different- looking birds. 

There are around 41 million laying hens in the UK (BEIC, 2019), down from a peak of 60 million in the 1930s, producing over 11 billion eggs (87% self-sufficient) (BEIC, 2019). Until the 1930s, male layer birds were removed at 16 weeks for the table. Post-war specialist breeding improved efficiency of both the layers and meat birds. The number of broiler chickens produced for meat has risen steadily in the UK from around one million a year in 1950 (Godley & Williams, 2007) to just over 1.1 billion today (Defra, 2018) Self-sufficiency is currently about 89% (Defra, 2018). However, due to preference for white meat there is substantial trade to deliver the required amount to the UK, reducing the practical estimate of self-sufficiency to 60% (Thomas, 2018).
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Hatched into a comfortable environment that promotes maternal care and good health, as well as opportunities for pleasure 


Rearing in stable social groups in a stimulating environment that provides choice of pleasurable opportunities and space to play 


Birds retained for laying are kept in small social groups and have oppotunities for nest building 
Ensure other opportunities for pleasure are available such as dustbathing 
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Meat (broiler) chicken with

pronounced breast (engkritchaya
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Lighter framed laying hens
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: Red Jungle Fowl (Wikimedia/ A. . T. Johnsingh, WWF-India and

NCE, CC BY-SA 4.0 licence); Foraging domestic chickens (Andriy Blokhin/Alamy Stock Photo),
(iStock.com/Irina Kononova)
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Chickens perching at height at night
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