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The process from Battery-cages to
Cage-free systems in Germany

Dr. Nicola Hirsch, Tiergesundheitdienst e.V.
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The process from Battery-cages to Cage-free systems in Germany

Dr. Nicola Hirsch, Tiergesundheitdienst e.V.

Every laying hen has the following basic needs: feed, water, light, air, rest, space
and health.

Creating an optimal environment for laying hens includes not only fulfilling the basic
needs but also their behavioral needs: Pecking, scratching, perching, dustbathing and a

laying nest.1 These needs can not be fulfilled in battery cage systems.

For this reason Directive 1999/74/EC classified the welfare conditions of hens kept in
current battery cages as inadequate. Simultaneously, the Council of the European
Union laid down minimum standards for the protection of laying hens and prohibited
battery cages with effect from 1 January 2012. Directive 1999/74/EC did still allow
the rearing of laying hens in cages, conditional upon the cages being enriched with:

a nest,
litter - such that pecking and scratching is possible,
perches - allowing at least 1bcm per hen and

suitable claw-shortening devices.

Due to high ethical consumer standards, Germany determined Directive 1999/74/EC
to be insufficient. Battery cages were already forbidden in 2007 and the legal
requirements for enriched cages (Picture 1) were far more detailed. Key points,
included in the German Animal Welfare Livestock Husbandry Ordinance (2006), were:

Minimum size of the cage: 2500 cm2 (EU: 2000cm?2)

Space per hen: dependent on the weight of the hen: 800-900 cm?2 (EU:
750cm?2)

Minimum specification concerning the measures of the nest and litter area (each:

900 cm?2 for up to 10 hens, when group size >30 hens: 90cm2/hen extra).

Due to a formal mistake in implementing the keeping of laying hens in enriched

cages in the German Animal Welfare-Farm Animal Husbandry Ordinance, the enriched
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cages for laying hens were declared as unconstitutional in 2010 and forbidden from
2025 (Picture 3).

Picture 1 and 2: The "German” enriched cage system in comparison with an aviary. Used with
permission from BigDutchman{ .

The German

Enriched i
Battery cage " " Barn free-range ecologlc.al
German" cage production
system system system system system
>2003 -2007 2006 - 2025

COUNCIL DIRECTIVE
1999/74/ EC of 19 lly
1999 laying down
minimum standards
for the protection of
laying hens

rmm————

I
E S
1

AY
0,11 gm 0,11 gqm E 0,16 q

———

Outdoor
ranging area

4 gm

Picture 3: The German Way: Process from battery cages to cage-free systems
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Alternative housing systems in comparison

1.barn system

Manure pit (one floor)
aviary system (several floors)

=Dbarn system +
4gm/ hen outdoor ranging area

=free range system
+ ecological feed
+1/3 more space

Picture 4: Alternative housing systems in comparison

When asking German farmers how they experienced the process from battery cages
to cage free systems, they express high displeasure. It is not that they did not
approve the change, but rather that they are dissatisfied with how the change was
transformed. They felt abandoned to deal with an immense number of challenges:

+ German Farmers feel they were not well informed about the fact that the
alternative housing systems go hand in hand with higher management standards
and, therefore, take more time

+ The breeding companies failed to provide the right hens at the beginning of the
changing process:

0 The laying hens were too nervous: They had panic attacks too easily, ran into
the corner of the stable and squeezed themselves to death (annotation: group
size in alternative housings: 6000 laying hens, several groups per house possible)

o The laying hens were not agile enough: If the laying nest was far out of
reach, the hens laid their eggs on the floor which resulted in food hygiene
problems and an increased workload.

+ The feed composition needed to be newly developed due to more movement possibilities

in alternative housing systems. Feed became a solution for occupying laying
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hens and therefore to prevent bad habits like feather pecking and cannibalism.
ldeas of how to enrich husbandry systems for laying hens in order to prevent
feather pecking and cannibalism still had to be developed (e.g.: feeding machines
which put grains in litter)

Pullet rearing systems were not changed at the same time as the laying hen
systems. Pullets reared in cage systems or just on the floor were unable to find
feed, water and nests in some alternative housings as they were not used to
the third dimension. They therefore overwhelmingly laid their eggs on the floor
(food hygiene problem, increased workload). In the most extreme cases they
died because of food and water deprivation as they did not find the way from
the floor to the feed and water in the (high) aviary system.

German farmers, veterinarians and state agricultural advisors could not benefit
from the experience of other countries as Germany was one of the first
countries to switch to alternative systems

There was no platform where farmers could exchange information and ideas

Over the following years all problems could be solved. New goals have been set: For example,

in 2017 beak trimming was forbidden for laying hens. To improve the transition, the German

State implemented development, knowledge sharing and best practice sharing platforms

for German farmers to learn and to engage with other farmers to share experiences

(Model and Demonstration Project (MuD) Animal Welfare). These were highly accepted.

80

a0

40

20

0

Husbandry systems of laying hens in Germany over the years
in percent

2010 2013 2016

B German enriched cage system  m Barn system Freerange systern @ Ecological production system

Picture 5: Husbandry systems in Germany over the years in percent?2
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Cage system Floor system

+

Most efficient method of poultry

When something goes wrong the consequences
keeping are more serious

Birds are limited in their natural - Higher management level necessary: behaviour
behaviour (animal welfare) is an extra factor to take into account

—+
—+

Less labour-intensive Birds can display their natural behaviour

+

Better hygiene (diseases including + Better image (meeting demands of society)

parasites spread more slowly)  _ \1o6 jabour-intensive: a lot of extra work in

Climate easier to control the poultry house

+

+/- Ventilation systems work differently in floor
systems (fewer chickens, so less heat is
generated, susceptible to weather influence,
reduced pressure ventilation not possible in
free-range system)

Table 1: Differences between husbandry systems

Sources:

TLayer Signals, a practical guide to layer focused management, Monique Bestman et
al., Roodbont agricultural Publishers B.V., 2013, ISBN 978-90-8740-124-5
2https://www.landwirtschaft.de/landwirtschaft-verstehen/wie-arbeiten-tierhalter/besuch-

bei-der-legehennenhalterin
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