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Managing cannibalism in laying hen flocks

We have received questions from some egg producers on our program about the issue of
cannibalism. After consultation with the laying hen specialists on our Scientific Committee,
most especially Dr. Ruth Newberry, we are happy to provide you with the following
information in an effort to help you manage cannibalism in your flocks. Most of these
recommendations are incorporated within existing HFAC Animal Care Standards for Laying
Hens. However, further background information is given here.

Cannibalism

Cannibalism is the act of consuming tissues of other members of the same species and is a
common problem in pouliry. In laying hens, cannibalism may be directed towards different
tissues, from eggs to feathers. The most serious concern for welfare comes from the
cannibadlistic pecking and tearing of skin, and internal organs of birds. Severe pecking of the
tail feathers results in blood, which stimulates further pecking. Accidental injuries which
cause bleeding can also stimulate cannibalistic behavior. Cloacal cannibalism (vent
pecking) is the most severe and fatal form, where pecks at the cloaca can proceed to the
removal and consumption of intestines. This form of the behavior generally occurs after the
onset of lay.

In commercial practice, pecking and cannibalism is primarily controlled by beak trimming,
and often also reduced lighting programs within the houses. Unfortunately, there are
adverse welfare consequences associated with both of these practices:

Beak Trimming
In an effort to reduce or eliminate cannibalism, some producers have their birds beak re-

trimmed at 5 -7 weeks old because early beak trimming (less than 10 days of age) can result
in some re-growth of the beaks.

Beak trimming causes additional pain when performed after 10 days of age.

For this reason, HFAC animal care standards do not permit this practice to be carried out on
birds older than 10 days.

Although beak trimming reduces the opportunity for birds to cause injuries to flock-mates, it
does not eliminate the motivation to peck at other birds.

Lighting
Birds need good visibility fo be able to feather-peck, and cannibalism increases with light
intensity.

Using reduced light to control cannibalism, by rearing chicks in permanently dim or
monochromatic lighting, or fitting hens with colored contact lenses or goggles, is
questionable because vision impairment has been associated with eye disorders, elevated
mortality and reduced productivity.




Also, when birds are kept in dim light, it is necessary fo raise the light intensity for daily bird
and equipment inspection, and this routine may frigger cannibalism.

Cannibalism is notoriously unpredictable and has been reported in all types of housing
systems, including barns, aviaries and free-range systems. However, research has identified
several risk-factors affecting both the motivation and the opportunity of birds to perform
cannibalism.

Current research is working fowards identifying genetic strains of birds less prone to exhibit
cannibalistic behavior; however, the practical outcome of these studies is not likely to be
seen on farms for some fime. Control of behavior is likely fo be most effective, in combination
with housing design features and husbandry techniques.

The following are some suggestions based on scientific research on how to reduce or
eliminate cannibalismin your flocks. Please note that a number of these factors are designed
to be preventative and should be integrated into husbandry practices, wherever possible:

1. Delay the onset of first lay until hens are at least 20 weeks old.

] In flocks exhibiting cannibalism, the increase in mortality due to cannibalism typically
starts around the time of sexual maturation. Delaying the start of lay unftil after 20 weeks of
age can reduce the risk of cannibalism.

2. Provide attractive foraging materials.

e Birds deprived of litter for the first 4 weeks after hatching may show increased
cannibalism as adults.

e Rearing pullets without litter, or on poor foraging litter types such as wood shavings,
increases the risk of feather pecking and cannibalism.

e Pecking at flock-mates may represent misdirected ground pecking behavior that
occurs in the absence of adequate ground pecking substrate.

o Keep litfter dry. The use of hanging bell drinkers over litter, which can result in wet litter
conditions making the litter less attractive as a foraging material, has been
correlated with increased cannibalism.

e Less cannibalism occurs when chicks are given long-cut straw bundled in sheaths
rather than short-cropped straw, and polystyrene blocks rather than polystyrene

beads.
3. Meet nutritional requirements
. Cannibalism has been correlated with nutritional deficiencies, including minerals,

protein, and energy, especially with regard to a low-sodium diet. As rations change with
each stage of production, ensure that nutritional content is maintained at an adequate
level. Any factor that reduces feed intake (e.g., hot weather, reduced water infake, novelty
due to a change in diet or environment, feed contamination, introduction of new birds,
presence of predators or other fear-inducing stimuli, illness) can increase the risk of nutritional
deficiencies.

4, Provide feed in small-particle form

e Considerably less cannibalism occurs when hens are fed an unpelleted (mash) diet
rather than a pelleted diet, or crumbles rather than large pellets (possibly because it
takes hens longer to consume an equivalent amount of feed in small-particle form).



e Lower mortality due to cannibalism has been observed in hens fed a diet high in
insoluble fiber than in those fed a commercial diet (possibly because the birds spend
longer feeding fo meet their energy needs.)

e Phase feeding involves changes from nutrient-dense diets to more dilute diets as
hens age. If the dilute diets are less preferred, this could explain why frequent diet
changes are correlated with increased cloacal cannibalism in commercial flocks.

5. Minimize opportunities for birds to learn cannibalistic behavior

° Housing should be designed in such a way that prevents accidental bleeding injuries,
and any injured or dead birds should be immediately removed from the flock.

6. Allow sufficient access to all resources for all birds

. Victims tend to have lower body weights than other birds in the flock. There has been
a reported correlation between inadequate feeder space and cannibalism which may
result from lack of uniformity of growth among the flock.

° Cannibals are attracted to victims that appear less fit than other hens as a result of
lower body weight, disease, bleeding injury, frapping, or damaged plumage.
° Risk of cannibalism is lower in flocks with high body weight uniformity, body condition,

health, and plumage quality.

7. Provide perches that are high enough to provide refuge from birds on the floor

° Provision of perches reduces the risk of cannibalism, both during rearing and in
adulthood. Access to perches by 4 weeks of age results in a reduced risk of cloacal
cannibalism in adult hens.

° Perches provide hens with an opportunity to avoid or escape cannibalistic attacks.

° Effectiveness of perches as refuges is increased if hens are reared with perches from
an early age.

° Training of birds to ensure perch use is also recommended.

° To be effective, perches should be 16 inches or above from the floor to prevent birds

on the floor from reaching up and pecking the perching birds. However, perches should not
be so high that hens are injured when landing after jumping off perches.

8. Provide nests to minimize visibility of the cloaca during egg laying

° Provide nests that are enclosed and relatively dark rather than open or provided with
supplementary lighting.

° If the cloacais exposed and visible during oviposition, it can be an attractive stimulus

for birds to peck at.

The information in this document is excerpted from Chapter 22 “Cannibalism” by R.C.
Newberry in “Welfare of the Laying Hen” (Ed. G.C. Perry), published by CAB International
2004. The full PDF version of this chapter, including all scientific references of studies
mentioned is available to producers on request.
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