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Summary 

•  Higher welfare labelling for chicken meat has led to modest but important improvements in 
the welfare of meat chickens in Australia 

•  Australian supermarkets have driven higher welfare labelling for meat chickens in response to 
pressure from animal welfare groups (and in the absence of strong government regulation of 
animal welfare)

•  RSPCA-Approved is the dominant higher welfare standard for chicken meat after both Coles 
and Woolworths introduced RSPCA-Approved certification for own brand chicken meat in 2014 

•  ‘Free range’ labelling for chicken meat is largely meaningless as the birds only range for a few 
weeks and may lack the capacity to range due to their size and physical condition 

•  The potential for transformative change in the welfare of meat chickens would require 
significant changes to production systems and consumers would likely need to accept a 
reduction in meat consumption and higher prices for chicken meat 
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About the project 

The project “Regulating food labels: The case of free 
range food products in Australia” investigated the 
regulation of free range and other higher animal 
welfare labelling in Australia for eggs, chicken meat and 
pig meat. The project was led by Professor Christine 
Parker of Melbourne Law School in collaboration with 
Dr Gyorgy Scrinis and Dr Rachel Carey of the Faculty of 
Veterinary and Agricultural Sciences at the University 
of Melbourne. The project was funded by an Australian 
Research Council Discovery Project DP150102168. 

The project “backwards mapped”1 claims on higher 
animal welfare labels, such as “free range”, making 
visible the production system behind the label and 
the networks of organisations (government, industry 
and civil society) involved in creating and supporting 
the claims on the label. The project critically examined 
to what extent higher welfare labels for eggs, chicken 
meat and pig meat lead to higher standards of animal 
welfare. The project involved product surveys of higher 
animal welfare products in stores, analysis of policy 
documents and interviews and workshops with key 
stakeholders.

The welfare of meat chickens 

Chicken is the most commonly consumed meat in 
Australia and consumption has increased rapidly in 
recent decades, growing tenfold since 1962. To meet 
increasing demand for cheap chicken meat, meat 
chickens have been selectively bred for rapid growth. 
Approximately 3 kg of feed produces a 2 kg meat 
chicken in 35 days.2 The birds are typically raised in very 
large barns with tens of thousands of other chickens. 

This intensive production system leads to a range 
of animal welfare concerns, including heart and leg 
problems associated with pushing the chicken’s body 
to produce the maximum amount of meat in the 
shortest possible time. Chickens may also have limited 
opportunity to practice natural behaviours in intensive 
production systems, such as foraging for food, dust 
bathing and scratching. However, some animal welfare 
experts also argue that ‘free ranging’ brings its own 
welfare concerns, such as exposure to disease and fear 
of predators on open and bare ranges. 

Policy and regulatory developments in meat 
chicken welfare 

The main government regulation affecting the welfare 
of meat chickens in Australia is the Model Code of 
Practice: Domestic Poultry.3 It is seen by animal welfare 
groups as inadequate because it allows high stocking 
densities, and does not restrict flock size or mandate 
enrichment, such as perches inside the shed or shade 
and vegetation cover outside the shed. In 2011, the 
Australian Competition and Consumer Commission 
(ACCC) took action against some chicken meat 
producers for claiming that meat chickens grown in 
barns with no outdoor access were ‘free to roam’. 

In the context of weak government regulation of animal 
welfare, and a lack of legislation defining terms like 
‘free range’, Australian supermarkets have responded to 
pressure from animal welfare groups by defining their 
own higher welfare certification standards for chicken 
meat. In 2014, both Coles and Woolworths introduced 
‘RSPCA Approved’ standards and labelling for all their 
own brand chicken meat and have also introduced ‘free 
range’ and certified organic chicken meat (see figure 
1). In 2016, a review began of the Model Code, which is 
currently being converted to Animal Welfare Standards 
and Guidelines. 
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Figure 1 Key developments in meat-chicken welfare and labelling governance 2002-2016
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Logo Market share Production System

RSPCA Approved Dominant at both major 
supermarkets – about 60% 

Conventional intense industrial barn-based 
production system with minor improvements for 
health and affective states of chickens. 

FREPA Free Range Premium product – about 15% Conventional intense industrial barn-based 
production system with outdoor access. 

ACO Certified Organic Premium product – about 5% Certifies both conventional systems with outdoor 
access and alternative systems – standards require 
range management to encourage actual ranging. 

Higher welfare labels for chicken meat 

There are three types of higher welfare chicken meat in 
the major supermarkets in Australia:

•  RSPCA Approved chicken, which is 63% of the market 
(see figure 2)

•  FREPA (Free Range Egg and Poultry Australia) accredited 
free range, which is around 15% of the market (see 
figure 3), and

•  Organic chicken accredited by the ACO (Australian 
Certified Organic) which is around 5% of the market 
(see figure 4). 

What’s the production system behind the label? 

Chickens in the RSPCA-Approved production system 
are housed in large sheds (similar to chickens in 
other intensive production systems) but with some 
minor welfare improvements (see Table 1), such as 
lower stocking densities, enrichment opportunities 
inside barns (e.g. perches and hay bales) and stricter 
requirements about keeping litter dry (see Table 2). Like 
chickens in other intensive production systems, the 
birds live around 35 to 55 days. 

Figure 4 ACO-accredited organic chicken in Woolworths

Figure 3 FREPA-accredited free range chicken in 
Woolworths

Figure 2 RSPCA Approved chicken in Coles 

Table 1 Summary of impact of major higher-welfare labels on market for fresh chicken meat and production practices 
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FREPA-accredited free range chickens are also housed 
in barn-based production systems (see Table 1), but 
have access to an outdoor range via popholes along the 
sides of the barn. They also have a lower indoor stocking 
density than RSPCA-Approved birds. The birds have 
access to the range from 21 days (when they are fully 
feathered), but this only represents around half of their 
short lives and by the time the birds are ready to range, 
they may be too large and lack the capacity to do so. 

Chickens certified under the Australian Certified Organic 
(ACO) standard also have access to a range, and the 
range must be managed in a way that encourages the 
birds to range outdoors. The indoor stocking density is 
also lower than under the other standards and there is 
a maximum outdoor stocking density of 2500 birds per 
hectare. While birds raised under the other standards 
live 35-55 days, chickens raised under the ACO standard 
live a minimum of 70 days. 

Does higher welfare labelling lead to improved 
welfare for meat chickens? 

The RSPCA-Approved certification system (which now 
covers most of the chicken meat produced in Australia) 
provides higher welfare within intensive chicken 
meat production than government regulation. The 
adoption of these and other standards by the major 
supermarkets also ensures monitoring and enforcement 
of the standards, whereas government regulation is 
currently poorly monitored and enforced. However, 
RSPCA Approved represents an incremental rather 
than transformative improvement. It makes minor, but 
important, improvements to the conventional model of 
intensive industrial production and the requirements 
of the Model Code, yet it also arguably legitimates 
intensive industrial chicken meat production through 
the ‘halo effect’ of prominent RSPCA logos (see figure 5). 

FREPA-accredited free range represents only 15 per cent 
of the Australian chicken meat market and therefore 
has a relatively minor impact on the welfare of meat 
chickens across Australia. While birds under this 
production system have access to a range, the claim 
‘free range’ is largely meaningless as chickens have 
little opportunity or capacity to range freely during their 
short lives. 

Chicken meat accredited under the ACO organic 
certification has the highest welfare standards of the 
chicken meat available in the major supermarkets (but 
only accounts for 5% of the chicken meat produced 
in Australia). As many chicken welfare issues stem 
from selective breeding for rapid growth, and most 
organically certified chicken meat production is based 
on these same breeds of chickens, the chickens may 
still experience the heart and leg problems described 
above and may find it difficult to range freely, even with 
access to a range. 

Higher animal welfare labelling is an important 
mechanism for expression of civic concern about 
animal welfare and it provides an ongoing source of 
challenge to intensive chicken meat production, but its 
capacity to affect significant improvements in animal 
welfare is limited. 

Figure 5 Coles advertising for RSPCA Approved chicken
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Table 2 Comparison of Model Code requirements with major private higher-welfare accreditations (at January 2017)

Government 
Regulation 

(Model Code)

RSPCA Approved FREPA Free Range Australian 
Certified Organic

EU definition of 
“free range”

Accreditation 
body

NA Highly respected 
animal welfare 

agency

Free range 
farmers industry 

body

Organic 
producers 

industry body

NA

Indoor stocking 
density Birds per 
square metre*

20 17 14 12 13

Access to 
outdoor area

Not required Not required Required Required 
(majority of 

daylight hours)

Required 
(Continuous 

daytime access to 
open-air runs)

Outdoor stocking 
density  
Birds per hectare*

Not specified Approx. 113,000

(Outdoor area 
must be 1.5 x 
shed area)

Not specified 2500

(4800 if rotated)

10,000

Outdoor shade/
range

Ready access to 
shaded areas 

> 8m2 shade per 
1000 birds

Not specified Range to be 
managed to 

encourage birds 
outdoors

Range mainly 
covered by 

vegetation or 
other shade

Age at slaughter Minimum 35 days 35-55 days 35-55 days Minimum 70 days Not specified

Monitoring and 
auditing visits

Unknown – 
infrequent

2-4 times per 
year

1 time per year 1 announced 
audit per 
year plus 

unannounced 
audits

Varies by country

Enforcement Little 
enforcement 

– court 
prosecutions 

only in cases of 
extreme cruelty

Compliance is 
enforced by 
supermarket 

supply contract 
conditions. 

Growers who 
do not comply 
may lose their 
contracts with 
the producers 

who supply to the 
supermarkets.

Brand owners 
enforce via 

contracts with 
growers or run 
own facilities.

Brand owners or 
growers might 

lose accreditation 
if not compliant.

Brand owners 
enforce via 

contracts with 
growers or run 
own facilities.

Brand owners or 
growers might 

lose accreditation 
if not compliant.

Varies by country 
– labelling 

definition only

*  Calculated on basis of 2 kg per bird slaughter weight for consistency since some standards specify kg and some number of birds.
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What policy and regulatory developments could 
further improve meat chicken welfare? 

Animal welfare issues for meat chickens have been 
created by extreme breeding of these birds and the 
intensive ‘mono-culturing’ of the species for the 
purpose of producing large quantities of chicken meat 
as quickly and affordably as possible. Transformative 
change in chicken welfare may therefore require 
significant changes to production systems and a 
reduction in chicken meat consumption. It would 
also require ‘resetting’ the fundamental direction of 
policy and regulation to focus on achieving healthy, 
sustainable and fair food systems that prioritise high 
standards of animal welfare. 

The development of a new Australian Animal Welfare 
Standard for poultry in 2017 provides an opportunity for 
ongoing incremental improvement in welfare standards 
for meat chickens.4 A better opportunity for ongoing 
welfare improvements might be provided by the 
Productivity Commission’s 2016 recommendation for an 
independent office of animal welfare to create, monitor 
and enforce animal welfare standards. While the ACCC 
has taken action against misleading and deceptive 
animal welfare labels, a more proactive approach to 
developing national standards for higher welfare terms 
such as ‘free range’ could also help to reduce consumer 
confusion and improve animal welfare. 

What can consumers do to improve hen welfare? 

Citizens can contribute to improved welfare for chickens 
by reducing their chicken meat consumption and by 
buying the highest welfare chicken meat that they can 
afford. Of the three types of chicken meat available in 
the major supermarkets, organically certified chicken 
meat offers the highest standards of welfare. Chickens 
from smaller-scale producers with ‘pasture-based’ 
production systems are also available at farmers 
markets and in some independent retailers. 

Transformative improvements in chicken welfare are 
likely to require changes to the way that chickens 
are bred and slower rates of growth, with significant 
changes to production systems, a reduction in 
productivity and increases in the cost of chicken meat 
production. Ultimately, for consumers to bring about 
further improvements in chicken welfare, they may 
need to accept eating less chicken meat and paying 
more for chicken produced to higher welfare standards. 

Consumers can also advocate for better welfare for 
meat chickens by asking supermarkets to improve their 
animal welfare standards, by making complaints about 
misleading and deceptive claims about animal welfare 
on product labels and by asking their local MP to 
advocate for stronger farm animal welfare regulation. 
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More information 

This briefing was prepared by Christine Parker, Rachel Carey and Gyorgy Scrinis. 

This briefing should be cited as Parker, C., Carey, R. and Scrinis, G. (2018) Higher 
welfare labelling for chicken meat: A summary of findings from the project 
Regulating Food Labels: The case of free range food products in Australia. 
University of Melbourne. 

For more information about the project see (project website) or contact: 

Professor Christine Parker 
Melbourne Law School, University of Melbourne  
E christine.parker@unimelb.edu.au 
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