Too close for comfort?

Measuring the impact of stocking densities on turkey hen
health and welfare
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lower throughout the 11-week period,” says Jhetam. “Birds
were less active, had more foot pad lesions, poorer mobility

Tracking birds at close quarters
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and Teaching Unit – a unique, climate-controlled research
facility. A total of 3,550 turkey hens were raised until 11
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“We found a couple of really important factors about stocking
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density for hens in this research,” says Schwean-Lardner.

“At high stocking density, clearly production and welfare

economics and welfare,” says Schwean-Lardner. But she’s

on an individual bird basis were negatively impacted. And
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stocking densities, we still had more foot pad lesions and
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“It’s important to remember that we evaluated stocking
densities under really good environmental conditions.

Schwean-Lardner knows that from a producer perspective,
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“I want producers to know
that stocking density matters
and is not as simple as looking
at economics.”
As part of the trial, the team also conducted a basic
economic evaluation that compared input costs including
the cost of the poults, cost of feed and income made on
the sale of the birds. No estimations of energy usage, labour
or equipment maintenance were included. Not surprisingly,
economics improved with higher stocking densities, but at
a cost to bird welfare.
“I want producers to know that it’s important to be able
to balance multiple management practices with stocking
density to ensure good production and good welfare,”
Turkey hens were raised at four different stocking densities – these
11-week-old hens were raised at 40 kg per square metre.
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says Jhetam.
While there are no immediate plans for more stocking density
work on turkey meat birds for Schwean-Lardner, she has a

The other important finding is the impact of hens raised at

lot of questions. About the differences between hens and

lower stocking densities. “At very low stocking densities, we

toms – there are very few at higher densities when they are

found more damage by aggression because when birds

both less active and mobile, but there is more aggression

had so much space there were some negative welfare

with hens at lower stocking densities. And she has questions

implications,” says Schwean-Lardner.

about group size. “It would be great to repeat these stocking
density trials in commercial barns where there are thousands

Keep to the middle ground
The current codes of practice for turkey hen stocking density
ranges from 45 to 50 kg of bird per square metre – roughly
the mid point of the ranges tested in the team’s research.
“Based on our findings, we are doing pretty well in Canada
with turkey hen stocking densities as long as we are balancing
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of birds, compared to hundreds of birds in our trials.”
This research is funded by the Canadian Poultry Research Council
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