
Kicking-off the session was BEIC chief 
executive, Mark Williams, who told the 
audience that in an ideal situation the 
industry wouldn’t be carrying out an 
expensive procedure such as infra-red beak 
treatment (IRBT) but with the problem of 
injurious  pecking and cannibalism a complex 
one, IRBT helped to protect flocks by limiting 
the effect of injurious pecking.  

According to Mark, the case against the 
practice was at times based on confusion 
with welfare organisations referring to 
‘de-beaking’ or severe beak trimming with a 
hot blade.  In addition, the use of the word 
‘mutilation’ in legislation adds emotion to the 
debate, although the EU Welfare of Laying 
Hens Directive provides a derogation to allow 
member states to authorise beak trimming in 
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order to prevent feather pecking and 
cannibalism if carried out by qualified staff 
and on birds less than 10-days old. Whilst the 
egg industry has long argued that IRBT 
shouldn’t be classed as a mutilation, it is not a 
view shared by the UK government, which 
also has its eyes on the EU where some 
countries have already implemented a ban on 
beak trimming. They include Finland and 

Sweden where beak trimming has been 
prohibited since the late eighties. In Germany, 
a voluntary agreement between the egg 
industry and the federal ministry led to the 
end of beak treatment in hatcheries from 
August 2016 and on pullets placed on laying 
farms the following January. In the 
Netherlands, an outright ban came about in 
January 2019 but with much of their egg 
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output being exported to Germany, many 
Dutch producers had already fallen in line by 
that point. 
 
Elsewhere in the EU, member states are 
working under the derogation permitted 
within the legislation, although Denmark 
implemented a voluntary ban in 2013 for 
birds in cages and in 2014 for alternative 
systems, whilst in Austria beak treatment has 
been prohibited under a quality assurance 
scheme since 2007.  
 
Meanwhile back in the UK, in 2010 the 
Government reinvigorated the ‘Beak 
Trimming Action Group’, made up of 
government officials, industry 
representatives, animal welfare organisations 
and scientists, and sought for it to report back 
to Government by the autumn 2015 which it 
duly did. The group’s recommendations were 
accepted by the Minister at the time, one of 
which was that there should be no ban on the 
practice of IRBT, but it was made clear that 
there should be further progress to reduce 
injurious pecking in laying flocks and that 
progress should be demonstrated in a 
biennial report to the Minister. 
 
As the industry-led Laying Hen Welfare Forum 
was already in place, it delivered the first 
biennial report to the minister in February 
2018. The LHWF also  obtained grant funding 
for a project on  ‘Maintaining Feather cover in 
Laying Hens’, a three-year project  running 
from April 2017. Mark explained that the 
project had recruited trial farms representing 
all production systems with the aim of 
helping producers develop Feather Cover 
Action Plans (FCAP) which would be rolled 
out across the wider industry.  
 
As for a ban on beak treatment in the UK: “We 
have been hugely successful in how we have 
developed the UK egg industry,” said Mark. 
“We’ve been very innovative, very 

technologically sound and have responded to 
market needs. I believe we will cease beak 
treatment but the important point is that 
industry will lead the timing. But we have said 
that there shouldn’t be a ban on IRBT until it 
can be demonstrated reliably under 
commercial conditions that laying hens can 
be managed without beak treatment without 
there being a greater risk to their welfare than 
that caused by the procedure itself.”   
 
The next biennial update is now due to go in 
front of the Minister and it will provide details 
of the current position on feather cover and 
mortality, pulling information from the Lion 
Quality database which has required 
producers to record feather score and 
mortality at 40 weeks and again at 70 weeks 
of age. The report will also explain what is 
being done to reduce the incidence of 
injurious pecking and provide an action plan 
on how the industry will stop the requirement 
for beak treatment. This will be based on 
knowledge exchange and providing 
information to producers on interventions 
aimed at reducing the risk and likelihood of 
injurious pecking. 
 
“It’s not simple but we have learnt a lot during 
the grant-funded project and we want to 
share that with the rest of the industry,” 
explained Mark. “We will develop a training 
package to roll out the FCAP and the best 
way of doing that is in conjunction with vets, 
along with field staff from the breeders and 
packers and representatives of feed 
companies. These are the people who are 
interacting with egg producers all the time. 
The aim is to embed the FCAP into the 
Veterinary Health and Welfare Plans which 
producers must have to be a member of the 
Lion scheme.”  
 
Mark drew his presentation to a close with a 
look at brown versus white hens. “It’s 
interesting that those countries, except for 
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Germany, that have stopped beak treatment 
are predominately using white hens,” 
highlighted Mark, “and even in Germany, 45 
per cent of hens are white. It’s generally 
accepted that white birds are easier to 
manage but in the UK, due to market 
demand, we are 99 per cent brown.” 
 
Sharing his experience of fully beaked flocks 
was Hans Groot Koerkamp, manging director 
of Agromix, Hy-Line International’s distributor 
in the Netherlands. Hans told webinar 
participants that keeping hens with full beaks 
was possible but producers and consumers 
had to accept that mortality was likely to be 
higher. 

With the combination of supplying the 
German market and a ban now in place in the 
Netherlands, the Dutch industry had been 
required to move quickly. “Firstly, rearers and 
rearing organisations had to invest in the 
rearing of birds with full beaks and the 
message was that if you don’t want to do it, 
don’t start with it, as it will be a problem,” said 
Hans. “It was important that we worked as 
one team – the hatchery, rearing 
organisations, the rearing farmers, feed 
companies and the vets. It wasn’t a case of if 
we could do it but how can we do it. We had 
to act quickly and be pro-active – we had one 
chance to do it well. As you know, farmers 
purchase pullets from a company if they are 

Foraging on range can make a 
significant contribution to fibre intake
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satisfied with the quality of the pullet and if 
they are happy, they will ask for birds to be 
reared by the same farmer when they’ve had 
good performance.” 
 
Working with feed compounders, 
adjustments were made to rearing rations 
with emphasis on digestible amino acids. The 
structure of the ration was adjusted to 
produce a finer grist as fully beaked birds are 
more able to select individual particles given 
the opportunity. To further reduce selection, 
from seven weeks of age the 
recommendation was to let birds eat-out the 
trough once a day. 
 
In order to check that the nutritional needs of 
the birds were being met fully, Hans 
explained how they had implemented a 
schedule to check intestinal health at weeks 
four, eight and twelve. “We take a 
representative sample of birds which are 
independently examined by a vet who looks 
at the birds externally and internally, 
including the beak, tongue, oesophagus, 
crop, liver, gall bladder, gizzard, stomach, 
small intestine, cecum, cecal tonsils and 
cloaca. Each bird is assessed using a 10-point 
score. Prior to doing this it was difficult to 
know what was going on with gut health. 
Having this information enables us to make 
changes to management or feed if necessary.” 
 
Another change which had improved gut 
health was the administration of the 
coccidiosis vaccine in the hatchery rather 
than on the rearing farm where it had 
previously been carried out, and access to 
lucerne bales during rear also helped 
promote gut health. 
 
Should problems arise, early intervention was 
vital, said Hans. “It is important that rearers 
spend time observing their flocks then they 
will identify any problems early and can 
adjust the management. In the past, if a 

rearing farmer had a doubt about feed, water, 
climate, it doesn’t matter what, especially 
with cage rearing, they could ring tomorrow 
but with fully beaked birds, if you see 
something today, you have to ring today or it 
can be too late.”  
 
But it wasn’t just about rearers playing their 
part, layer farmers also had to invest in birds 
with full beaks. “It is important that the 
rearing farm system matches that on the 
laying farm and the egg producer must pay 
more for his pullet. It costs 10 to 15 euro cents 
extra to rear the birds and that needs to be 
covered,” explained Hans. “If you’re not 
interested then you’ll get what you pay for.” 
 
Again, the advice was for egg producers to 
invest in feed quality and to take steps to 
minimise feed selection, and to provide 
pecking blocks and lucerne. Lighting should 
be high frequency, dimmable and flicker-free, 
and farmers should spend time measuring 
light levels and learn what is good and not 
good.  
 
“Layer farms must optimise conditions - the 
climate, mite control, worm control etc,” said 
Hans. “It is the same as in rearing, prevention 
and early identification is most important. 
Nearly okay is not good enough and you may 
have no way to recover. Once birds are losing 
feathers you are too late.” 
 
Matching rearing systems to those on the 
laying farm was also highlighted as a major 
consideration in a presentation by Hy-Line 
UK’s Technical Consultant John Widdowson. 
“The impact that moving from the rearing 
house to the laying house has on a flock of 
pullets cannot be underestimated. It is one of 
the most stressful events the flock will go 
through and the focus must be on minimising 
that stress,” said John. “That means working 
closely with the rearer and aiming to match 
conditions in the rearing house to those in 
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the laying house. That way the pullets should 
know straightaway where to find food and 
water and you should aim to transport the 
pullets at a time of day that minimises 
interruption to their consumption of feed and 
water.” 
 
Some good results were currently being 
achieved with fully beaked birds but these 
were mainly organic with smaller flock sizes 
and lower stocking rates. “The challenge will 
be greater with larger flocks and higher 
stocking rates and our experience within the 
UK is limited. I’m sure we will have much to 
learn from our colleagues elsewhere in Europe.”  
 
John went on to stress the importance of 
good litter. “Hens have a natural instinct to 
forage and in a commercial system, most of 
that behaviour will be expressed on the litter. 
It is important not to frustrate birds by 
denying them access to litter, particularly 
when they are likely to have come from a 
rearing shed with optimum litter conditions. 
But there is a balance to be had between litter 
levels in the early weeks and managing floor 
eggs. This may well be a knife edge we have 
to walk when managing fully-beaked flocks. 
Keeping litter in good condition is a major 
challenge for producers, particularly during 
the winter months. However, in the absence 
of good foraging material the risk is that the 
bird’s instinct to peck will be redirected to the 
feathers of other birds.”  
 
John recommended giving birds early  
access to range and then encouraging 
 them to use it. “It has been shown that the 
earlier the access to range, the more 
developed the ranging habit becomes,” he 
said. “Conversely, birds can become 
conditioned to staying in if access is denied 
during those early weeks. A good ranging 
flock is usually a well feathered flock. 
 
“Depending on the height of the pophole 

wall, it is worth considering temporary ramps 
to encourage the birds out. The birds should 
quickly master the art of negotiating the wall 
and the ramps can be removed, particularly if 
they become a target for floor egg laying.” 
 
Again, the message was to observe flocks 
carefully and react to the very first signs of 
feather pulling, which was likely to be around 
the base of the tail. “It may be appropriate to 
reduce light intensity within the house but 
this should be done in gradual steps whilst 
continuing  to closely monitor for signs of 
further feather pulling,” said John, whose 
take-home message was to minimise stress 
and maximise enrichment. 
 
Concluding the session was Hy-Line’s 
Nutritionist Marcus Kenny who told webinar 
participants that when it came to feeding 
fully beaked birds, the main objective was to 
support good behaviour. “From 22 weeks it’s a 
good idea to let birds consume all the feed 
from the feeding system during the morning 
period. This will encourage consumption of 
the small particles of feed which contain 
components that influence bird behaviour,” 
explained Marcus. “Feed distribution can also 
influence behaviour and you need to ensure 
the feed is distributed evenly around the 
entire system. This will be achieved with a 
track speed of 20 metres per minute and 
should avoid separation of components. If 
feed is circulated for an extended period,” 
warned Marcus, “it can result in birds selecting 
out their preferred particle size leading to 
uneven nutrient intake. Loading hoppers 
positioned half way along the feeding system 
will aid distribution of feed especially for 
longer systems.” When it came to feed particle 
size, the majority should be in the range of 1 
to 3 millimetres. “This will be attractive to the 
birds and will keep them occupied for longer. 
Less than this and it will have a negative 
impact on intake and above this and the feed 
will be consumed too quickly.” 
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Fibre levels are important in developing the 
digestive system, with typical levels in layer 
diets ranging from 3.5 to 5 per cent, but will 
also have an impact on behaviour. “Higher 
levels can increase feeding time and reduce 
boredom and are associated with decreased 
feather pecking,” said Marcus. “The type of 
fibre is important and it should be non-
viscous forming (insoluble). Good sources of 
this include wheat bran, oat hulls, sunflower 
hulls, rice hulls, rape seed meal, distiller’s 
dried grains with solubles (DDGS) along with 
cellulosic additives. Birds can also derive fibre 
from their environment, such as from straw 
and lucerne within the house and on range 
they can consume a significant amount of 
grass which can contribute significantly to 
fibre intake.” 

When it comes to reducing ration 
specification as lay progresses, transition to 
lower density diets should be linked to feed 
intake and egg mass output rather than on 
age, advised Marcus. “Flocks that undergo 
inconsistencies in amino acid intake are more 
prone to antisocial behaviour so it is 
important that when you do make reductions 
in ration density, these changes are quite 
subtle.” 
 
For details of upcoming webinars visit 
www.hyline.co.uk or follow Hy-Line UK on 
LinkedIn. 

Lucerne bales have an important role to play 
in the rearing house and on the laying farm


