LAYING HENS
A laying hen is a female chicken that has been bred
primarily for egg laying.
It is believed they were domesticated in Southern China in
6000 BC and they are a subspecies of the red jungle-fowl which
originates from South East Asia.
In the wild a hen would only lay around 20 eggs per year but
due to modern day farming a commercial laying hen now
produces around 300 eggs per year. The high yield of eggs is due
to the growing populations demand for them and it has been
reported that over 33 million eggs are being produced each day
in the UK alone.
To meet the growing needs of the consumers, billions of hens are
being subjected to intense factory farming settings and kept in
extremely inhumane conditions.
Housing systems for laying hens are mainly classed into four
categories; caged, free range, barn or organic.
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In 2016 51% of the eggs sold in Britain came from hens kept in
cages and 48% came from free range systems, making them the

space to act out natural behaviours is very limiting. The barns

two most common production systems to date.

are overcrowded and limited exits to the outdoors prevent some
hens ever leaving.

Despite replacing battery cages with enriched cages back in
2012 minimal improvements have been made and hens are still

Despite whether you buy caged, barned, free range or organic it

suffering profoundly. Undercover investigations have witnessed

still doesn’t help the 30 million unwanted male chicks that are

up to 90 hens crammed into tiny, filthy spaces with zero or little

born to the egg laying industry each year.

enrichment and are unable to act out any natural behaviours.

They have no use for them so at just 1-3 days old they are

Hens in cages and barns are kept in closed sheds with artificial

destroyed. The main method they use to dispose of them will

lighting. The lighting is minimal to reduce their activity. These

involve an apparatus that grinds the chicks up alive. Other methods

hens will never experience natural light or fresh air and never

include gas, dislocation of the neck, decapitation or suffocation.

leave their cages until they are removed at the end of their

Overcrowding and lack of stimulation causes a great deal

laying life for slaughter.

of stress and frustration in chickens and aggression, feather

The welfare standards in place for free range hens are higher as

pecking and cannibalism can often be seen in both free range

legally they must have continuous access to an outdoor space.

and caged systems.

However up to 2,500 hens can be kept per hectare, meaning that
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To prevent this the industry will trim or de-beak hens usually when
they are young chicks. This is a very painful procedure and involves
using a hot metal guillotine without anaesthetic. This causes both
immediate and enduring pain and the birds are unable to carry out
natural behaviours such as pecking or preening for up to six weeks.
It can also cause profuse bleeding and death from shock.
Overcrowding also prevents hens from exercising and this
combined with the constant demand for calcium to produce eggs,
results in weak, brittle bones prone to fracture.
Caged hens are prone to illnesses and diseases, due to
overcrowding, such as:
• avian coccidiosis,
• bacterial infections,
• bronchitis, leukosis,
• egg peritonitis,
• avian influenza
• ulcerations and foot infections.
Many birds are unable to lay eggs in nest boxes and so lay them
on the floor where they may be eaten by other birds or become
contaminated due to contact with the bird’s faeces.
Laying hens are born in breeding farms and moved to rearing
sites between 18-20 weeks old. They will remain in that system
housing until the end of lay where they then be slaughtered
The natural lifespan of a chicken can be anything from 6 to 12
years old however at one years old laying hens egg production
declines and are no longer deemed fit for purpose.
Thousands of them will be crammed into a truck and transported
for long distances to the slaughter house where they are
manhandled, hung upside down, shackled by their feet and
dragged through an electrically charged water bath, rendering
them unconscious before their necks are cut.
Catching and transporting hens can also cause painful bone
fractures because they are easily startled and become frantic,
flapping their wings and many die even before they reach the
slaughter house.
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