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Executive Summary
· There is currently a high level of interest by policy/regulatory authorities, the public, welfare organisations, growers and lobby groups in the welfare of poultry kept for meat production.
· Thus, there is an urgent need to identify key welfare indicators relevant to New Zealand conditions, use these measures to assess the welfare status of broilers under common farming practices, and, where necessary, revise practices in industry, and standards and recommendations in the relevant welfare codes.

· At the beginning of the study, a Broiler Welfare Research Committee (BWRC) was formed (with representation from Poultry Industry Association of New Zealand (PIANZ), poultry veterinarians and representatives from the major meat chicken companies in New Zealand, a scientist from AgResearch and an independent scientist to oversee the research programme.

· The aim of the research was to identify appropriate welfare indicators for broilers, and apply them to quantify the welfare status of broilers in New Zealand. 

· This study used a suite of measures to assess welfare including: the incidence (and causes) of mortalities  and culls; skin disorders of the feet, hocks and breasts; gait score; and the incidence of back scratches, birds dead on arrival (DOA), rejects. 

· The potential influence of management factors on welfare was examined through information collected in a grower survey.

· The potential influence of stocking density was examined by correlating welfare measures with variations in stocking density that arose naturally during the study.

· The research was carried out on 36 New Zealand housed commercial broiler farms in each of the four seasons and within the context of the typical management of the birds. There were few differences in husbandry practices between farms.

· Overall mortality was 3.8%, which is at the lower end of levels typically seen in the industry overseas. Of all the birds in the study, 0.3% died as leg culls.
· The contribution of leg culls to total mortality was relatively low (8%) and about half that reported for birds in two recent UK studies (15%).

· The proportion of birds with severe leg weakness (gait score 4 (0.78%) and 5 (0.1%)) was about one quarter that reported for broilers in the UK, Denmark and Sweden. 

· Considering both the leg culling and gait scoring information together, our results demonstrate that leg health in New Zealand broilers is better than for birds in Europe.

· Prevalence of all forms of contact dermatitis (footpad, hock burn and breast blisters) was within the range reported internationally. Incidences, such as occurred, were mostly of a relatively minor nature. These data indicate that the litter in the houses is maintained in good condition, although there were seasonal variations.
· Pre-slaughter handling procedures, as assessed by Dead On Arrivals and reject birds, were generally better than reported for other countries. The proportion of birds with back scratches averaged 39%. Meaningful comparisons between our data and the incidence of scratches reported elsewhere were not possible due to the lack details of the measurement criteria provided in other published reports
· Stocking density varied between 32.9 and 39.3 kg m-2. Stocking density was not correlated with any of the welfare measures, or variables in the epidemiological survey, suggesting that broiler welfare is either unaffected by stocking density, or that the range in densities seen in the current study was too small to enable correlations to be detectable. Stocking density (at the levels currently used in this study) would appear appropriate as the welfare of the birds is good.
The welfare of broilers in New Zealand is high by international standards
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