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Americans eat a lot of chicken – about double the amount of beef or pork we eat. Chicken 
has gotten so popular in part because it’s become so inexpensive to buy. And as chicken has 

gotten cheap, it has become bad for nearly everyone involved in producing it, including farmers 
driven into bankruptcy, poultry plant workers suffering from terrible injuries, birds bred to grow 
so fast they can’t stand up and an environment polluted by excess manure. The companies at the 
top making all the profits are doing well – but that’s about it. Even for consumers, chicken is bad: it 
may be cheap, but industrially produced chicken is often bland and flavorless and can be contam-
inated with salmonella or other dangerous bacteria. No matter how you slice it, the foodprint of 
industrial chicken is not sustainable and needs to change. 

Chicken production developed as it did, in part, because the animals, being small in size and fast 
to grow, fit easily into a mechanized system whereby they are turned into cogs in the wheels of 
industry. But a different system is possible; a different product is possible. Chicken meat can be 
a nutritious and flavorful source of protein, and the animals can be a beneficial part of a pas-
ture-based diversified farm system, eating bugs and increasing soil fertility with their manure. 
Farmers can get a fair price for the birds they raise, and workers in processing plants can be paid 
decently and treated humanely. There are so many diverse aspects to the current system that 
there is not one single, overall solution, but many ways in which the industry could be improved.

What Poultry Should Be

Chickens should be raised with maximum consideration for the health and well-being of the 
farmers, workers, animals and the environment. 

This means that chickens are:

 l Slow-growing enough so that they can move around easily on legs that can support their 
body weight.

 l Not given antibiotics and other drugs prophylactically. 

 l Spared unnecessary suffering and treated humanely throughout their lives.

 l Not housed at a density whereby their waste is too much for the local environment to 
absorb. 

 l Raised by farmers who can make a decent return on investment, are allowed autonomy in 
their farm decisions and who are not living at the edge of bankruptcy.

 l Processed by workers who are paid a living wage and treated fairly.

Poultry should also be:

 l Packaged with meaningful and verifiable labels that consumers can understand.

 l Nutritious and delicious. 

THE FOODPRINT OF CHICKEN  5
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Background

Chickens raised for meat are called broilers, or meat birds, as opposed to hens raised to lay eggs, 
which are called layers. 

BROILER CHICKEN LIFECYCLE 

Conventional broiler chickens begin their lineage at the breeder farm. Hens and roosters are kept 
together, and the hens lay fertilized eggs. The eggs are removed and incubated in machines for 
about three weeks; when they hatch, the chicks are normally vaccinated against multiple common 
diseases and shipped to the grower within a day. They spend six to seven weeks in a concentrated 
animal feeding operation (CAFO), a large barn with feed, lighting and temperature designed to 
make them gain weight as quickly as possible. When the birds reach the designated weight, a team 
of workers (called “catchers”) clears the barn and transports the chickens to the processing plant, 
where they will be slaughtered and processed into cutlets and nuggets.

THE CHICKEN INDUSTRY 

The conventional poultry industry has changed dramatically over the last 70 years. Many people 
used to keep a few chickens on a farmstead, primarily for eggs. Eggs were traditionally allowed to 
hatch only to produce the next generation of laying hens. The male chicks, being useless for egg 
production, were often reared for meat, but doing so was relatively expensive. So, for much of US 
history, chicken was reserved for special occasions, such as Sunday night family dinners. Ph
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Production of broiler chickens nearly tripled between 1940 and 1945, in part because poultry, 
unlike other meats, was not rationed during World War II.1 Additionally, in 1942, the US govern-
ment put the entire production of the Delmarva peninsula (a large land mass that includes parts 
of Delaware, Maryland and Virginia) under contract for federal food programs, providing a huge 
boost for the area,2 which remains one of the primary broiler production areas in the country. Two 
“Chicken of Tomorrow” contests in 1946 and 1951 were the beginning of breeding some chickens 
specifically for meat, rather than only using males from laying strains.3 As consumption grew and 
chicken became more popular, some enterprising businessmen started buying up their chicken 
suppliers — like the hatcheries, feed mills, slaughterhouses and packing plants — and integrated 
them under the umbrella of a single company, now referred to as an integrator.4 

Owning every link in the supply chain allowed integrators to control price and quality from parent 
and egg genetics through shrink-wrapped grocery store packaging. The economies of scale, which 
the integrators have achieved, have driven the consumer price for chicken down dramatically.5 
Americans now eat more than three times more chicken than we did in the 1960s, and we eat far 
more chicken than any other meat: in 1960, per capita consumption of chicken was not even one-
third that of beef or pork; now it’s practically double.6 

POULTRY INDUSTRY CONCENTRATION

As the poultry industry has expanded, smaller companies have gone out of business or have been 
built around concentrating the raising of chickens (and the profits from their slaughter and sale) 
into fewer hands: 

 l From 1950 to 2010, the number of chickens produced annually in the US increased by more 
than 1400 percent, while the number of farms producing them has dropped by 98 percent.7 

 l The top four US poultry companies together controlled 51 percent of the broiler market in 
2015,8 up from 17 percent in 1977.9 

 l This is a lucrative market: in 2014, Tyson (the top poultry integrator) earned $11 billion, 
Pilgrim’s Pride $8.4 billion,10 and Perdue, $6.3 billion.11 

These companies have tremendous political power, as well as power over the people in their 
supply chain: the farmers who grow their chickens and the workers who process them.
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The Problems with Conventional Poultry

Their small size have allowed chickens to fit well into an industrial system that seeks to maximize 
efficiencies with economies of scale. They have essentially become feathered widgets, produced 
in a mechanized assembly line like any other consumer product. But, of course, chickens are not 
widgets, but living creatures, and the people who work on the line are not machines. 

Like in many industries seeking efficiencies, the chicken industry has created many externalities 
— costs that they don’t have to pay. These include financial, health and environmental costs for 
farmers, workers, the animals, the environment and surrounding communities. 

“CHICKENIZATION:” CONSOLIDATION AND VERTICAL INTEGRATION IN THE CHICKEN INDUSTRY

As poultry companies integrated the different parts of the supply chain into a single corpora-
tion, there was one part they didn’t buy up: the farms where the chickens spend six to seven 
weeks growing to slaughter weight. Don Tyson of Tyson Foods pioneered the integration model; 
he determined that the farm was the one place where capital investment and risk outweighed 
return.12 Therefore, it was not worth owning. So, how to grow the chickens? 

The answer was to contract out the job to family farmers. The company retains ownership of the 
birds, but a farmer raises them on his or her farm for the weeks they take to grow to slaughter 
weight. Contracts are common in farming, and they can be useful to clarify business relationships 
and give farmers stability. But production contracts, the kind Tyson developed, instead turn farmers 
into serfs on their own land. The contracts, which farmers sign based on false promises of inflated 
returns,13 require the farmer to build chicken houses to company specifications and follow com-
pany protocol for care of the birds. It is common for a farmer to incur $1 million in debt to build 
their chicken houses, not counting the cost of the land. Meanwhile, the contracts only hold the 
company to a short-term commitment, often only from one flock to the next. 

8  THE FOODPRINT OF CHICKEN
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This arrangement — being on the hook for $1 million or more but only guaranteed one six-week 
flock of chickens at a time — puts the farmer in a precarious position, to say the least. While the 
farmer is paid based on how quickly the birds grow, the company controls all the variables, with 
no transparency. For example: 

 l The farmer is not allowed to weigh the company’s feed delivery him- or herself to ensure it is 
the weight the company reports.14 

 l The company may deliver a low-quality batch of feed15 or a flock of chicks that is sick or 
otherwise slow-growing.16

 l Despite it being a violation of USDA rules, the farmer may be prohibited from witnessing the 
company’s final weighing of the birds.17 

For these and other reasons, farmers have no way of knowing what they are working with, which 
makes it hard to trouble-shoot, make improvements, or even to be a farmer at all. This tightly, ver-
tically integrated system has provided an unfortunate model for other meat production (like pork) 
and has come to be known as the ”chickenization” of an industry. 

The system is especially unfair, because farmers are paid based on how fast their chickens grow 
as against those of their neighbors, in a structure called the tournament. All the farmers in a region 
are ranked against each other for how efficiently they used company inputs to grow their chick-
ens. The farmer in the middle of the group is paid the price per pound guaranteed in the contract; 
those who cost the company less are paid more, and those who cost the company more are paid 
less. The total cost per region for the company remains about the same from flock to flock, but 
a given farmer’s check can fluctuate wildly — one study showed that farmers at the bottom of a 
group were paid just 62 percent of those at the top.18 But how can farmers be judged on how well 
their chickens grow when they have little control over anything about how they grow? 

Growers who complain about the system, organize with other growers, or do anything which the 
company might consider troublesome, risk retaliation, which can take the form of getting deliver-
ies of poor quality chicks or bad feed, dropping in the tournament rankings or having the company 
stop delivering flocks altogether.19

As variable as the income from raising flocks can be, in many cases it is all that keeps a farmer 
afloat financially. Being cut off can mean financial ruin. Even when getting regular deliveries of 
chicks, 50 to 75 percent of contract growers live below the poverty line,20 and two thirds have 
significant debt, which often ends in bankruptcy. In 2011, contract growers’ total debt nationwide 
amounted to $5.2 billion.21 Despite the crippling nature of this arrangement for contract growers, 
nearly 97 percent of the chicken we eat in the US is raised on a farm under a production contract.22

THE FOODPRINT OF CHICKEN  9
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WORKER WELFARE

The human exploitation in the chicken industry follows 
the birds as they are brought to slaughter. Chicken 
“catchers” collect the birds from the growers’ barns at 
night when the animals are sleeping. Catching four in 
each hand, two nine-catcher crews can collect 75,000 
birds in a night; earning just $2.25 for every thousand 
birds.23

At the poultry plant, the birds are killed, eviscerated and 
then hung on hooks on an automated “dis-assembly” 
line for workers to process. Poultry processing jobs are 
some of the most dangerous and poorly compensated 
in the country. Workers cut up thousands of birds every 
day, working in extreme conditions of heat or cold, with 
scalding water, chemicals24 and dangerous equipment. 
Respiratory issues, skin problems and falls happen 
commonly.

The workplace is ruled by the line. The federally-allowed 
speed for the slaughter line has more than doubled in 
the last four decades, from 70 birds per minute in 1979 
to 140 birds per minute today.25 There is no formal rule 
for speed of the processing line, where workers cut up 
the birds; but the reality is that in most plants, the line 
speed keeps pace with slaughter capacity. 

Virtually nothing stops the movement of the line. Even 
bathroom breaks are discouraged or denied, and many 
workers resort to wearing diapers.26 Workers make the 
same cutting, pulling or hanging motions thousands 
of times a day; the repetitive motions cause crippling 
musculoskeletal injuries.27 Workers wield sharp knives 
and work with fast-moving heavy machinery. One study 
found that on an average day in the US, 27 poultry work-
ers suffer work-related amputations or hospitalizations. 
In a recent survey of severe injuries reported at more 
than 14,000 companies, one poultry company and one 
meat-processing company rank fourth and sixth, respec-
tively; and the poultry industry numbers 12th in severe 
injuries, overall, which is even higher than dangerous 
industries like saw milling, auto or steel.28 

Increased line speeds have also meant that US Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA) food safety inspectors sta-
tioned in the plants must inspect the birds more rapidly, 
which generally means less thoroughly. Plants now 
douse the carcasses with chemicals to kill any contami-
nants that inspectors may have missed.29 Many of these 
chemicals are extremely harmful; extended exposure 
can lead to asthma, respiratory system bleeding and 
death.30
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ANIMAL WELFARE

Industrially-raised broiler chickens are bred for speedy growth and raised in enormous barns with 
conditions further designed to make them grow as fast as possible.

How Genetic Technology Props Up the Industrial Chicken Industry

As chicken production was industrialized in the 1960s, scientists began to breed birds specialized 

for either meat or eggs. 

 l Layers, or hens that lay eggs, are bred for egg production. They are lean and tough, with little 
meat on their bones. 

 l Broilers, chickens grown for meat, are bred to grow quickly. They have enormous breasts to 
meet consumer demand for white meat. 

Chickens are not genetically modified; this specialization is achieved through conventional breed-
ing. (Read more about genetic engineering to understand the difference.) The chicken genome 
was sequenced in 2004, before any other livestock animal.31 This has allowed scientists to breed 
chickens to better grow in an industrialized setting. Genetic traits that animal scientists are trying 
to perfect, in order to make farming chickens more “effective” in a factory setting: 

 l Grow even more quickly with less feed.32

 l Resist the diseases that occur when chickens are raised in factory farms, which often require 
the birds to be administered antibiotics and other drugs.33

 l Produce less manure.34

Broiler chickens grow extraordinarily quickly, not because they are fed growth hormones, but 
because of specialized breeding.35 Today, broilers grow to full slaughter weight of almost 6.2 
pounds in six to seven weeks. In the early days of the industry, before 70 years of genetic manipu-
lation, chickens took 12 weeks to reach market weight of three pounds.36 

THE FOODPRINT OF CHICKEN  11
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The overall trend has been a phenomenal increase in biological productivity. Between 1935 and 
1995, the average market weight of commercial broilers increased by roughly 65 percent, while 
the time required to reach market weight declined by more than 60 percent and the feed required 
to produce a pound of broiler meat declined by 57 percent.37 In short, by the 1990s, a commercial 
broiler grew to almost twice the weight in less than half the time and on less than half the feed 
than it had in the 1930s.38 

The birds’ muscles (which are the meat) grow much faster than their bones, so that in their last 
few weeks, their legs can no longer support their enormous breasts. For most of their lives, they 
sit, mostly immobile, in their own waste, which can lead to sores and ulcers on their skin, along 
with leg and foot problems.39 Their immune systems are underdeveloped, as well, making them 
more susceptible to illness.40

Consumer awareness about the problems with fast-growing birds has increased in recent years, 
leading to some companies experimenting with slower-growing birds that are healthier and can 
move around.41 These birds take more time to grow, and so their meat is somewhat more expen-
sive.

Inside the Chicken House

Conventional broiler chickens are never raised in cages, so the label “cage-free” on chicken meat 
is unnecessary and misleading. Like coconut water labeled “gluten-free” (coconuts do not contain 
gluten, so all coconut water is naturally gluten-free), the “cage-free” label touts a feature that is the 
norm as a selling point. This likely makes consumers think they are making a better choice (over 
the fictitious caged chickens), when they are simply getting the industry standard. 

Instead of cages, 20,000 to 30,00042 day-old chicks are delivered to a barn, where they are placed 
on a floor covered with wood shavings or another litter material. The tiny chicks quickly grow into 
the full space. In the last weeks of their short lives, broiler chickens have just over three-quarters 
of a square foot of living space.43 

The litter, which is dirtied with droppings, spilled food and water, is not changed over the lifespan 
of a flock, and sometimes not even between flocks, which means that disease can be spread from 
one flock to the next. Th
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High Ammonia Levels in Chicken Houses

Ammonia is an acrid and dangerous gas formed 
when chicken manure breaks down. Inside the 
chicken house, it can reach levels high enough 
to be harmful to the birds, especially when 
the litter gets wet or has not been changed 
between flocks. 

Problems that elevated ammonia levels can 
cause include:

 l Eye problems, including blindness

 l Compromised respiratory systems which 
can lead to increased rates of E.coli 
infection 

 l Reduced weight gain, by as much as 25 
percent44

 l Skin inflammation and infection on their 
feet and breasts (In addition to being 
painful for the birds, these sores can cause 
marks in the meat after processing.)45 

Physical Modifications

Most broiler chickens are so young when they 
are slaughtered that they have not yet devel-
oped territorial instincts and are not aggressive 
towards each other. Many laying hens and tur-
keys have the tip of their beak cut or burned off 
(trimming) or even partially removed (debeaking) 
so that they do not cause injury when they peck 
at each other, but this procedure is not com-
monly done to broilers. It is done, however, to 
broiler breeders, the parents of the broiler chick-
ens, who live for a year or two. Broiler-breeder 
roosters also sometimes have part of their foot 
or their spur removed46 to reduce risk of injury 
to the hen while mating. 

These procedures are extremely painful for the 
birds but are performed without anesthesia. 
The operations can lead to infection, improper 
healing and phantom pain. Beak trimming and 
debeaking can cause the bird problems with 
eating for the rest of its life. 

THE FOODPRINT OF CHICKEN  13



CHICKEN FEED

Broiler feed is designed to fatten the birds as quickly as possible. It is made mostly of grain, espe-
cially corn and soybeans, supplemented with vitamins, minerals and enzymes.47 

Under current US farm policy, poultry integrators and other agribusiness companies can buy feed 
grains for less than what they cost to produce, while the government makes up some of the dif-
ference to the farmers. A 2006 study found that this “discount” saved the broiler chicken industry 
an average of $1.25 billion annually between 1997 and 2005 (the last time these numbers were 
crunched), as compared to whether the industry had to buy feed at the full cost of the grain.48 A 
farm policy that instead paid farmers a fair price for their goods would require companies to pay 
the full price for grain — and would likely make the days of cheap meat a thing of the past. (For 
more on farm policy and farmer prices, check out Political Economies of Food and Agriculture.)

What’s in that Chicken Feed?

Some companies label their chicken as “hormone-free,” but like “cage-free,” the label is unnec-
essary and misleading, because federal guidelines prohibit growth hormones or steroids being 
fed to broiler chickens. All chicken is hormone-free! Along the same lines, arsenic was a common 
additive to chicken feed for many years, but after a long fight by consumer groups, arsenic-based 
feed additives were withdrawn from the market in 2015.49 

But other drugs are regularly given to industrially-raised chickens in their feed and water, including 
pesticides to control flies, beetles and parasites.50 One parasitic disease, coccidiosis, is so common 
in poultry that a dozen kinds of medication are approved for use in controlling it.51 

For many years, chickens and other livestock were also routinely fed antibiotics, to prevent disease 
in the crowded quarters of the barn and because the drugs act as growth promoters. While some 
large integrators have phased out the practice,52 some eggs and chicks (including some that go 
on to be sold as organic) are given an antibiotic at the hatchery during the vaccination process,53 
and disease-preventing antibiotics are administered in the birds’ food or water throughout their 
lifetimes. In 2017, the FDA ruled that antibiotics could no longer be used for growth promotion, 
but loopholes and lack of enforcement have meant that the rule is not as effective as is could be.54 
More below on why this is problematic. 

Residues of drugs added to feed has sometimes been detected in the meat that gets sold to con-
sumers — and yet there is no requirement that chicken meat be labeled with the kinds of drugs 
the bird was fed. The Food and Drug Administration guidance is that licensed antibiotics can be 
used as long as withdrawal times are met — at that point there is no requirement to label whether 
meat (or dairy) came from an animal that was ever given antibiotics.55
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Can Chickens Be Fed Sustainably? 

From a sustainability perspective, feed is perhaps the most complex aspect of raising chickens. 
Even chickens raised eating bugs and grass on pasture do not get all their nutrients from foraging 
— the bulk of their diet comes from a corn and soybean-based feed mix. Unlike pastured beef, 
for example, which is raised in a closed loop where cows sustain themselves entirely on grass and 
in turn fertilize the soil with their manure, poultry are not self-sustaining, and instead require the 
external input of feed. 

Environmentally, conventional feed grains are a high-cost input: they are genetically modified, 
grown with chemical pesticides and fertilizers that can run off into groundwater and depend on 
fossil fuels for planting, harvesting and transport. Organic feed grain, grown without chemical 
pesticides and fertilizer, has a much smaller foodprint, but comes with a considerably higher price 
tag at the feed store. Small-scale, pasture-based chicken farmers may not be able to afford the 
higher-priced organic feed, meaning that their otherwise environmentally-friendly operations rely 
in part on synthetics and fossil fuels to feed their birds. 

However, while birds in confinement barns eat nothing but processed chicken feed, this makes 
up only a part of the diet for birds on pasture — and there are so many other benefits of raising 
chickens on pasture that it is certainly always the better option. 
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FOOD SAFETY AND PUBLIC HEALTH 

Trillions of bacteria grow on and alongside the millions of chickens raised every year in crowded 
barns. Some of these bacteria are dangerous for humans, causing severe illness or even death 
— and they don’t stay in the barn, but hitch a ride out on blowing dust or on chicken carcasses, 
creating a public health threat in the form of disease outbreaks. 

Foodborne Illness 

Chicken is the cause of more foodborne disease and outbreak-related illnesses than any other 
food.56 Campylobactor bacteria causes 1.3 million illnesses in the US annually, most of which is 
due to eating raw or undercooked poultry or something that came in contact with it.57 Salmonella 
bacteria are estimated to sicken 1.2 million people annually, leading to 23,000 hospitalizations and 
450 deaths.58 Most salmonella infections are from tainted food. Cereals, raw vegetables, prepared 
foods and other items have caused outbreaks in recent years, but the bacteria is most commonly 
associated with poultry. Symptoms of both campylobacter and salmonella poisoning include 
diarrhea, fever and abdominal cramps. Most people recover quickly, but those with compromised 
immune systems are at risk of more severe and lasting symptoms. 

Both of these bacteria contaminate meat during slaughter and processing, when waste can easily 
come in contact with meat.59 According to recent USDA data, 35 percent of the country’s biggest 
chicken slaughter and processing facilities fail to meet safety standards to prevent salmonella 
contamination on chicken parts.60 The USDA Food Safety and Inspection Service mechanisms for 
enforcing these safety standards are weak, allowing bad business behavior to continue. For exam-
ple, ten of 11 plants run by the third largest chicken company in the US are out of compliance with 
USDA food safety standards.61 Producing millions of pounds of chicken in centralized facilities 
means that if one processing plant has an outbreak of campylobacter or salmonella, contaminated 
chicken parts rapidly wind up in grocery stores around the country. 

By contrast, governments in some European countries have taken measures aimed at curbing 
salmonella at every link in the production chain, from carefully monitoring breeder stock for the 
bacteria to sanitary feed handling procedures to workers changing clothes between rooms in 
order not to spread any potential bacteria. As a result, Sweden and Denmark have virtually elim-
inated salmonella from poultry products.62 And while chickens raised on pasture can also carry 
these bacteria, the sunlight, fresh air and increased space these birds enjoy — along with stronger 
immune systems — makes them healthier.63 Ph
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Antibiotic-Resistant Bacteria 

As alarming as the prevalence of salmonella 
contamination is, it’s even more alarming that 
one in five strains of salmonella found on grocery 
store chicken were resistant to one of the most 
common antibiotics used to treat the bacteria.64 

Antibiotics are medically essential drugs, respon-
sible for saving millions of lives since they were 
developed. Overuse of these drugs to promote 
growth or prevent disease in chickens and other 
livestock leads to evolution of antibiotic-resistant 
bacteria, rendering the drugs obsolete. And they 
are, indeed, overused: 80 percent of all antibiot-
ics sold in 2014 were fed to farm animals.65 When 
bacteria are continually exposed to small doses 
of an antibiotic, those resistant to the drug sur-
vive and reproduce while the rest die off, result-
ing in a new bacteria population that is resistant 
to the antibiotic.66 Bacteria can also develop resis-
tance through genetic mutation; other kinds of 
mutations can transfer resistance among species. 
This means, for example, that bacteria resistant 
to an antibiotic in birds can mutate so that it can 
infect humans as well.

The World Health Organization and many other 
public health bodies consider antibiotic resis-
tance a global public health crisis. More than half 
of some bacteria groups in some countries are 
currently resistant to antibiotics.67 In the US, at 
least two million people are infected annually 
with antibiotic-resistant bacteria, killing 23,000.68 

Recognizing these risks, along with consumer demand for antibiotic-free chicken, several efforts 
are underway to reduce or eliminate antibiotics in chicken production.69 The European Union 
banned the use of antibiotics for growth promotion in 2006 and some countries have placed 
restrictions on the use of some antibiotics that are medically important in humans, for disease 
prevention as well. The US FDA also banned their use for growth promotion in 2017, but as noted 
above, enforcement is lax, making it relatively simple for growers to skirt the rules.70

Poultry companies in the Netherlands and elsewhere are experimenting with different kinds of 
chicken barns to reduce stress, improve survival and eliminate all antibiotic use in their chickens.71 
In the US, several major fast food brands have made commitments to reducing use of antibiotics 
in their chicken supply chains, and one of the top four chicken companies eliminated routine use 
of all antibiotics used to treat both humans and animals in 2016.72 

It should be noted, however, that while these improvements often include cleaner and somewhat 
more spacious conditions, most chickens raised without antibiotics are housed in the same indus-
trialized, confined system and with many of the same problems. “Raised without antibiotics” is a 
baseline label indicating a better chicken, not the best.

THE FOODPRINT OF CHICKEN  17

Ph
ot

o 
cr

ed
it 

th
is

 p
ag

e:
 b

y 
Kr

is
tin

a 
Bl

ok
hi

n/
 A

do
be

 S
to

ck



Bird Flu

Avian influenza, or bird flu, is not just an animal health issue: some strains have evolved to spread 
to humans and can be deadly. Bird flu originates in wild waterfowl and can be transmitted to 
domesticated poultry or other animals who come in contact with infected birds. Poorly ventilated, 
crowded, dirty confinement poultry operations provide perfect conditions for bird flu to quickly 
mutate and spread.73 

So far, the varieties of bird flu that have spread to humans have only done so through direct 
contact with infected birds. Strains of the virus that can pass from human to human are extremely 
rare, but the Centers for Disease Control and other global health organizations that monitor bird 
flu outbreaks warn that the virus could mutate into a dangerous strain able to pass between 
humans.74 
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IMPACT ON THE ENVIRONMENT AND COMMUNITY

Use of Water Resources 

Chicken has a relatively small water footprint, as compared with other livestock, because of their 
mass production and small size.75 Conventional chicken production requires less than one-third 
the water needed by beef and about three-quarters that of pork.76 

Chicken processing, however, uses a great deal of water: after the bird is killed and its feathers are 
removed, it needs to be quickly chilled. In the US, most processors do this by submerging the car-
cass in ice water, often treated with antimicrobial agents like chlorine or hydrogen peroxide. The 
flesh absorbs some of the water, as well as whatever else was in the water. Some companies now 
air-chill the birds instead, blasting them with cold air instead of water. Air chilling takes longer, 
adding cost to the meat — but it also saves half a gallon of water per bird. This could work out to a 
4.5 billion-gallon savings if all chicken were processed that way.77

Impacts on Water Quality 

In the “Broiler Belt,” the Southern US states where poultry production is concentrated, water pollu-
tion is rampant. 

Chicken manure is especially high in both phosphorus and nitrogen, which are valuable fertil-
izers. Some farmers with diversified farm operations use chicken litter (the combination of the 
birds’ bedding and the manure and other waste products in it) to fertilize their crops or sell it for 
added income. But for many farmers, the only option to get rid of the huge quantities of manure 
is to spread it on cropland — and there is so much of it that far more is spread than the land can 
absorb , and often more than is legally allowed.78 When it rains, the excess nutrients and drug resi-
dues run off the fields into streams and rivers and seep into groundwater. 

In places like the Eastern Shore of Maryland, home to thousands of broiler houses, rivers have phos-
phorous concentrations among the highest in the nation — linked to the 228,000 tons of excess 
manure the Maryland Department of Agriculture estimates are spread in the state.79 The Chesa-
peake Bay, which gets runoff from the many chicken houses on the Delmarva Peninsula, is danger-
ously polluted and has regular toxic algae blooms and dead zones caused by excess nitrogen.80 
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Ammonia, which is highly concentrated in chicken houses and harmful for the chickens, adds to 
the problem of water pollution when it is blown out of the barns. Airborne ammonia settles onto 
the ground as nitrogen, adding to the already-significant nutrient runoff from manure.81

Water pollution from industrial chicken production affects human health and recreation; the 
environment; and the industries (like fishing) that depend on clean water. Excess nutrients, like 
nitrogen and phosphorus, and the algal blooms they cause, result in many environmental prob-
lems, from loss of aquatic life and habitats, to shellfish contamination, to seasonal dead zones.82 
Beaches may close from algal blooms, while excessive nutrient runoff in waterways can even 
impact drinking water supplies and cause severe health problems, such as blue baby syndrome 
(which results from excess nitrates in drinking water).83,84 

The Impact on Air Quality

Ammonia is harmful for the community, too. Even dispersed into the surrounding air, the odor of 
ammonia can be overwhelming,85 leading to reduced property values and depressed tourism. 

The fans also blow out dust and dried manure, which may contain salmonella or other harmful 
bacteria. People who live near poultry barns can develop respiratory health problems, as well as 
increased rates of illness from antibiotic-resistant bacteria.86 

People living near these farms — which are increasingly being built in residential communities in 
places like North and South Carolina, for example — report experiencing respiratory problems 
from the ammonia and litter particles, and unpleasant daily life resulting from the odors and flies. 
Communities have sought restrictions (and sometimes initiated lawsuits) to curb the growth of 
these facilities. But lawmakers, often backed by big chicken companies, have begun to propose 
legislation to curb the efforts of community members.87 

Pollution, Lawsuits and Regulation in the Chicken Industry

As poultry CAFOs and chicken processors ramp up production in many areas of the US, lax regu-
lations and government inaction have meant that local residents are increasingly using lawsuits to 
take action to protect local waterways, drinking water and air from the pollution caused by raising 
chickens in confinement, along with slaughtering and processing the birds. 

Concerningly, local and state lawmakers, often working with poultry companies, have countered 
this movement by passing laws that make it easier for CAFOs and processors to operate in local 
communities, despite community opposition. CAFO operators often also expect local tax breaks 
and other public subsidies to build their operations. 
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Here are a few recent examples: 

In 2018, in the Indian River Bay area of Delaware, an area with a dense concentration of chicken 
CAFOs and processors, residents have threatened lawsuits against a large poultry processor 
accused of mismanaging waste, resulting in the contamination of residential wells and local water 
supplies. The company produces 2.4 million gallons of waste each day (which includes manure, 
feathers, carcasses, organs, blood, dirt and wastewater). This untreated or under-treated wastewa-
ter is sprayed on local fields, contaminating water supplies with dangerous bacteria and nitrates.88

In 2017, Tyson tried to build a new chicken plant in two different communities in Kansas. Commu-
nity opposition, including objections “to the potential smells, traffic, pollution and social impacts 
that can go along with large-scale chicken processing,” caused the plans to fall through.89 Com-
munity concerns included that the proposed plant would cause odors strong enough to impact 
enrollment at Kansas University and damage the local watershed, including the Kansas River.90 
However, in 2018, the Kansas state legislature passed a bill that made it easier for chicken factory 
farms to be sited near homes – with the “desire to bring large-scale poultry producers and the jobs 
they can offer to the state” driving legislative support for the bill, even with the history of commu-
nity opposition to these factory farms. 91 After the outcry in Kansas, Tyson decided to move the 
plant from Kansas to Tennessee, which passed a state law in 2018 that effectively exempts chicken 
factory farms from having to get state water quality permits.92, 93

The Promise of Pastured Poultry

Instead of being grown in a factory, chickens can be raised on pasture, with plenty of space to 
move around, a diet of foraged insects and grass to supplement their feed and a genetic make-up 
that keeps them growing at a healthy rate — all of which makes for more delicious meat.

BETTER ANIMAL WELFARE

Overall, chickens raised on pasture are healthier. They have a more diverse diet, and the combina-
tion of sun, fresh air and more robust genetics makes them better able to fight off disease. Pas-
tured birds need to be able to move around to forage, so they are not the nearly-immobile breeds 
raised in confinement operations. That said, most pastured chickens are fast-growing breeds, but 
slower-growing breeds, including heritage breeds, are increasingly available. 

Chickens that move more have tastier meat, too, because the muscle fiber gives the meat a better 
texture.94 Companies developing slower-growing breeds are also touting the improved taste that 
comes from slower growth,95 and aficionados of heritage breeds swear by the flavor of those birds.96
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BETTER WASTE MANAGEMENT

When their numbers are low enough that their waste does not overwhelm what the ground can 
absorb, chickens can be excellent for soil health. In a pasture rotation with other livestock, like 
cattle, they eat larvae of pests in the cow’s manure and spread the dung into the soil with their 
scratching. Chickens who spend their days outdoors do not build up noxious levels of ammonia or 
other gasses; therefore, the animals are healthier, and so are neighboring communities. Healthier 
in this case is defined as not needing to be given preventative antibiotics or other drugs. 

MORE FARMER AND WORKER AUTONOMY

Pastured chickens are generally raised by farmers with some degree of autonomy over their oper-
ations, rather than those under unfair contracts with a multinational corporation. Chickens are 
also usually only one part of a diversified farm operation. These farmers may well be struggling 
financially (see points below on costs), but if they are losing money from chicken sales, they likely 
have other parts of the farm business to fall back on.

Depending on the size of the farm, pastured poultry may be processed on the farm or in a small-
scale processing facility. These plants may have better working conditions and be less exploitative 
than the operations that process thousands of birds a day. 

THE CHALLENGES OF PASTURED POULTRY 

The cost of producing chicken raised on pasture 
is considerably higher than that of chicken raised 
in confinement as fast-growing broilers. Some 
farmers raising other livestock may keep chickens 
too, primarily for their soil-building benefits; but 
they may consider the income from other live-
stock sales as subsidizing the chicken side of the 
business.97 

Consumers who may be used to purchasing inex-
pensive chicken may balk at the price difference 
between conventional chicken and healthier alter-
natives, whether from a large organic brand or 
from the farmers’ market, even when those prices 
may reflect only what a farmer needs, simply to 
break even. 

The reality is that some Americans can afford to 
pay a few extra dollars for a pound of chicken, 
but just aren’t used to it. If you are financially 
able, consider paying a little more and think of 
it as an investment in growing a healthier food 
system for all. 

Beyond the farmers’ market and grocery store 
aisles, there are organizations fighting to limit the 
environmental impacts of large chicken facilities 
and support laws that will make it more viable 
to produce chickens in a way that is better for ani-
mals and the environment. 
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What Does This Label Mean?

People looking for a simple label to help guide them to chicken that has been produced in a 
sustainable way might be disappointed to find out that chicken labels can be complicated. There 
is no one label for chicken that tells you about both animal and human welfare. There are great 
labels that certify environmental and animal welfare standards, though they are not always widely 
available. As for finding chicken raised by independent farmers who are paid a living wage and 
processed by workers who are treated well and compensated fairly, no single label addresses all 
of these concerns. Consumers must decide which factors are most important to them.

But there are a few labels that companies slap on chicken that are downright meaningless. Chick-
ens raised for meat are never raised in cages or given hormones — so “cage-free” and “hor-
mone-free” chicken meat doesn’t mean anything. Some words like “natural” and “humane” have no 
legal definition or are not verified by third-party inspectors and can also be ignored. 

“Air-chilled” means that the parts were cooled with air rather than in a water bath. Therefore, 
much less water was used in processing the bird, which is better for the environment. The meat 
itself has less added water and is free of whatever chemicals are used in those baths. (See above 
for more on air chilling.)

“Raised without antibiotics,” “no antibiotics ever,” and “never given antibiotics” indicate that no 
antibiotics of any kind were used in the raising of the animal. 

As for overall labels, look for these:

 l Animal Welfare Approved has among the 
most stringent standards for animal welfare 
including comprehensive standards for breed 
type (including growth rates), pasture-based 
raising, transport and slaughter.

 l USDA Organic has among the strongest 
standards for environmental sustainability 
including prohibiting synthetic fertilizers and 
industrial pesticides. Animal feed must be 100 
percent organically produced and without 
animal byproducts or daily drugs. GMOs are 
prohibited (though testing is not required). 
However, there are limited standards on access 
to pasture for organic birds. For example, 
no minimum outdoor pasture area that is 
mandated. 

 l Demeter Certified Biodynamic is an 
environmental sustainability label that goes 
even beyond organic standards. It would be a 
top pick if it were more widely available. It also 
has basic animal welfare standards. 

To learn more about the many labels found on your 
chicken, visit the FoodPrint Food Label Guide.
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Let’s Fix This: Creating a System That Makes Sense

The broiler chicken industry is complicated. To move towards a system where chicken is humanely 
raised by farmers and workers who are fairly treated, we need to both push for better options in 
the current system (like birds raised without antibiotics) and support efforts to build a more pas-
ture-based alternative. 

EAT LESS CHICKEN

The chicken industry has developed in such a way that it must produce as much chicken as 
cheaply as possible, because demand is high. Though it may be a small step, you can lower that 
demand simply by consuming less chicken. Try Meatless Mondays, or eat chicken only with labels 
you trust. That might mean skipping the chicken when you go out to eat — go vegetarian for that 
meal, instead. 

LOOK FOR LABELS THAT MEAN SOMETHING 

Buying chicken with meaningful labels is a great place to start. Look for:

 l Animal Welfare Approved

 l USDA Organic

 l Demeter Certified Biodynamic

 l Global Animal Partnership Steps 3, 4, 5 and Step 5+

To learn more about the many labels found on your chicken, visit the FoodPrint Food Label Guide.
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SEEK OUT FARMS RAISING PASTURED CHICKEN

You’ll find these at your local farmers’ markets and at food co-ops that vet their growers. Some-
times these farms welcome visitors. See for yourself where your chicken comes from. 

STAND UP FOR CHICKEN GROWERS AND WORKERS

While working towards a wholly different model of chicken production, we’ve got to take care of 
the people toiling in the current system. You can support groups who are working to improve 
conditions for chicken growers, like RAFI-USA, and poultry plant workers, like Northwest Arkansas 
Workers Justice Center. 

USE INSTITUTIONAL POWER 

Institutions like schools and hospitals spend millions of dollars on food purchases annually; shift-
ing that buying power to organic, local, humanely-raised, pastured or other better practices can 
make a big difference. Get involved with an organization that is working with institutions to make 
that change — try your local school, the National Farm to School Network, the Good Food Purchas-
ing Program or Health Care Without Harm. 

THE FOODPRINT OF CHICKEN  25
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FIGHT FOR STRONG MANURE MANAGEMENT LAWS 
AND STATE AND LOCAL POLICY CHANGE AROUND FACTORY FARMS

If you live in a rural state that is trying to attract more concentrated chicken farms, pay attention 
to how state laws on animal waste may be changing — and get involved with efforts to maintain 
existing regulations. These are generally driven by corporate interests and big farm groups claim-
ing to speak for all farmers. However, there are organizations of independent family farmers, 
partnered with environmental, public health and other groups, and together they fight these bills. 
Support local and national policies and politicians working more broadly towards food system 
reform.

ADVOCATE FOR MEANINGFUL LABELS

The US Food and Drug Administration’s labeling standards should to be improved to reflect what 
consumers think they mean. Creating verifiable standards for “free-range,” “pastured” or “pas-
ture-raised” labels would help consumers make informed, choices when buying chicken. 

Follow us on Twitter for the latest news about policy and regulation developments and to learn 
about current campaigns to change the FoodPrint of poultry.

CONCLUSION

Due to the cost, pastured poultry raised in small flocks by independent farmers is mostly available 
at farmers’ markets and through other similar direct marketing. 

But the good news is that in recent years, the public’s desire to learn more about where our food 
comes from has made a real difference. Consumer demand for options like antibiotic-free chicken 
has led stores and restaurants to make commitments to provide these choices, which has in turn 
forced the chicken industry to change in this area. In other important areas, however, the con-
ventional, industrial chicken industry is just as bad as it has ever been; our food choices and our 
voices raised to change local and national policy can push for even more sweeping changes in the 
system.

As with all food choices, there are always tradeoffs — there is no ideal chicken. But there are lots 
of better options. And we’re not done yet: advocacy organizations, consumers, farmers, policy-
makers, companies and many others are working every day for change. Together, we can shift the 
poultry industry toward being more humane and fairer for all.

Written by Siena Chrisman
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