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Abstract

Free-range egg producers face continuing problems from injurious pecking (IP) which has financial consequences for farmers and poor
welfare implications for birds. Beak-trimming has been practised for many years to limit the damage caused by IP, but with the UK
Government giving notification that they intend to ban beak-trimming in 2016, considerable efforts have been made to devise feasible
housing, range and management strategies to reduce IP. A recent research project investigated the efficacy of a range of IP-reducing
management strategies, the mean costs of which came to around 5 pence per bird. Here, the results of the above project’s consumer
survey are presented: consumers’ attitudes to free-range egg production are detailed showing that, whilst consumers had a very
positive attitude towards free-range eggs, they were especially uninformed about some aspects of free-range egg production. The
contingent valuation technique was used to estimate the price premium consumers would be prepared to pay to ensure that hens do
not suffer from IP: this was calculated as just over 3% on top of the prevailing retail price of free-range eggs. These findings reinforce
other studies that have found that whilst consumers are not generally well-informed about certain specific welfare problems faced by
animals under free-range conditions, they are prepared to pay to improve animal welfare. Indeed, the study findings suggest that
producers could obtain an additional price premium if they demonstrate the welfare provenance of their eggs, perhaps through
marketing the eggs as coming from birds with intact beaks. This welfare provenance issue could usefully be assured to consumers by
the introduction of a mandatory, single, accredited EU-wide welfare-standards labelling scheme.
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Introduction
Injurious pecking (IP) is a behaviour found in a majority of
egg-laying flocks in the United Kingdom (UK) and beyond.
Nicol et al (2013) and Rodenburg et al (2013) provide
extensive reviews of both the extent of IP and its prevention
and control in commercial systems. IP encompasses severe
feather-pecking and cannibalistic (often vent) pecking,
frequently resulting in pain, skin damage, plumage loss and
significant economic losses to the industry. It is particularly
prevalent in non-cage systems, where a pecking bird has access
to a far greater number of victims than it would in a cage
system (Keeling & Jensen 1995). In addition, the problem is
harder to manage in non-cage systems, since perpetrators
cannot easily be identified (eg Gunnarsson et al 1999; Green
et al 2000; Sherwin et al 2010). IP can start during the rearing
period, though plumage damage is not usually recognised, as
birds moult several times before lay. The problem increases
when birds are brought into lay, possibly due to changes in
hormone levels (Hughes 1973; Norgaard-Nielsen et al 1993).
Careful management is essential during rearing to ensure a
smooth transition from rear to lay (McKeegan & Savory 1999;
Nicol et al 1999; Pötzsch et al 2001).

The estimated prevalence of IP depends on the method used
to measure it in poultry populations. One method focuses on
the proportion of flocks affected, regardless of severity. Using
this measure, farmer reports have estimated the proportion of
flocks experiencing IP at 62% in Sweden (Gunnarson et al
1999), 37.5% in Switzerland (Huber-Eicher 1999) and 47%
in the UK (Green et al 2000). Lambton et al (2010), when
observing 111 UK farms, found severe feather-pecking on
85.6% of farms at 40 weeks. However, these estimates take
no account of the proportion of birds within a flock that might
be affected, or the degree of severity of pecking. Both
phenomena are reviewed by Nicol et al (2013). Rates of
severe feather-pecking have been recorded at 1.15 pecks per
bird per hour (Nicol et al 1999) or 1.22 bouts per bird per
hour (Lambton et al 2010). In all cases, these mean figures
mask considerable inter-farm variation. 
The economic consequences of IP can be substantial but
calculating them is complex as many factors contribute to
losses (Nicol et al 2013). Reduced plumage cover is linked
with reduced feed conversion efficiency (Tauson &
Svensson 1980; Peguri & Coon 1993). Severely feather-
pecked (bald) chickens need up to 40% more feed to
maintain body temperature (Blokhuis et al 2007) and the
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